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ABSTRACT OF DISSERTATION

“I THOUGHT I FOUND HOME”: LOCATING THE HIDDEN AND SYMBOLIC
SPACES OF AFRICAN AMERICAN LESBIAN BELONGING
This dissertation investigates the place-making practices of African American lesbians in
Atlanta, Georgia, from 1990 to 2010. For this project, I ask how African American
lesbians claim space to examine how race, sexuality, and class shape their place-making
practices. The study is situated in the city before and following the 1996 Olympic Games,
which was a period of rapid social, economic, and political growth.
The primary question posed in this study is as follows: How do African American
lesbians claim space in Atlanta? This dissertation posits three arguments. First, African
American queer spaces are transitory, reflecting the shrinking boundaries of black
neighborhoods within the contemporary city. Second, these spaces are informed and
forged by the sexual, racial, and classed identities of participants. Third, through their
place-making practices, struggles, and contestations over public space, African
Americans have transformed sites in the city into black queer cartographies.
In this empirically informed study, I employ ethnographic research methods, participant
observation, archival research, oral histories, and in-depth interviews. By positioning
black queer cartographies within the larger schematic of African American life, this work
extends current understandings of queer space and builds on the growing subarea of black
queer geographies (McBride 2007; Bailey 2011; Eaves 2017). Multiple sites that reflect
the transitory and clandestine nature of locating queer space are mentioned in the work.
Within Atlanta’s neighborhoods of Midtown, Southwest Atlanta, and Westside, African
American lesbians curated spaces that validated their identities and provided a sense of
belonging during the period studied.
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Chapter 1 Introduction
What began as a literal mapping of black lesbian populations in the city of
Atlanta, Georgia, shifted into a historical project that emphasized both geographical
spaces and the symbolic spaces that were hidden within the city’s cultural landscape.
Instead of limiting these communities to a specific geographic coordinate or disregarding
their importance because they are often “placeless,” this research examines the placemaking practices and assesses how these islands of belonging reconfigure Southern and
sexual geographies.
It became clear during my research that this dissertation was as much an
autobiography of my life as it was a study of black queer cartographies in the American
South. While my official engagement with this project began in the fall of 2008, the
project’s roots have earlier origins. Between 1998 and 2004, I spent weeks, months, and
years exploring the spaces of Atlanta looking for a black queer aesthetic. I found my
home in late-hour nightclubs, bars, and drag shows; I found my home at restaurants,
poetry readings, outdoor summer festivals, and Sunday morning services. I found home
at intimate get-togethers, brunch dates, and casual walks in Piedmont Park. Within the
borders of the city I discovered a palimpsest that reflected all of these experiences and
worlds simultaneously.
Atlanta, Georgia 2004
On the morning of December 11, 2004, a group of religious leaders and their
parishioners gathered at the Martin Luther King Jr. Center for Non-Violent Social
Change to participate in the “Reigniting the Legacy March.” Bishop Eddie L. Long,
1

pastor of the New Birth Baptist Missionary Church, 20 miles east of Atlanta, and
Reverend Bernice King, the youngest daughter of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., led the
march. The mission of the event was to advocate for Georgia Constitutional Amendment
1, a 2004 amendment that prohibited same-sex marriage and civil unions. The march
produced an image of black community solidarity, and Reverend King’s participation
gave it legitimacy.
At the start of the march, Reverend King lit an Olympic-style torch from the
eternal flame of her father's memorial. The fire in the torch represented his commitment
to hope and a return to moral order. As the marchers moved through the streets of Sweet
Auburn, Dr. King’s former neighborhood, thousands of Christian leaders and supporters
followed behind them. On the sidelines, young women dressed in black t-shirts with the
words “Stop the Silence” emblazoned across the front cheered in support. Long and his
primarily African American congregation viewed the passage of the amendment and
other anti-gay policies as an extension of their missionary work—and their “coming out”
was a celebration of their beliefs. As noted in the New Birth Baptist Missionary Church’s
newsletter following the event, “The purpose of the march was to no longer remain silent
in matters that concern our local and national government—to present a unified vision for
righteousness and justice” (Cunningham 2005, 31).
Reverend King was especially vocal about her beliefs and those of her father.
Speaking before an audience in New Zealand she remarked, “I know deep down in my
sanctified soul that he did not take a bullet for same-sex unions” (Blake 2004). Those
involved in this movement wanted Reverend King and Bishop Long to promote an image
2

of unity not only in Atlanta but throughout the entire world. As Reverend King is
youngest daughter of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., her involvement was viewed as an
endorsement from the King family.
The march and the support that it generated also reflected the anti-gay sentiment
of that era. Just 11 months earlier, during the annual State of the Union Address then
President George W. Bush chastised “activist judges” for their support of gay marriage.
Under Bush, faith-based initiatives were promoted, charitable policies were expanded,
and religious charities were subsidized with public monies. From 2002 to 2004, staffers
from the White House’s faith-based office courted members of the religious right and
African American religious leaders through grants and visibility at events. Religious
leaders found Bush’s policies attractive as they embodied the politically conservative
doctrine of church-based social welfare programs (Seymour, Simmons, and Plummer
2004; Carlson 2009).
Making the King Center the starting point of the 2004 march in Atlanta did not sit
well with many Atlantans. For some supporters of the King family, Reverend King’s
involvement combined with the refusal of the King Center to release a statement about
the march denigrated Dr. King’s legacy. Some noted the contradictions between
Reverend King’s anti-gay rhetoric and statements made by her mother, Coretta Scott
King, who was an avid supporter of gay rights. Mrs. King frequently spoke out against
homophobia and LGBTQ discrimination, noting at the 1996 Atlanta Gay Pride Festival
that “Homophobia is like racism…and other forms of bigotry in that it seeks to deny a
large group of people their humanity” (Lambda Legal 1998). Speaking before a crowd at
3

New Jersey’s Richard Stockton College in March of the same year, she condemned the
same Georgia amendment that Long and her own daughter supported (Long 2012, 20).1
While it may have been clear that Mrs. King saw an alignment between civil rights, race,
and gay rights issues, it did not prevent Long and others from appropriating Dr. King’s
legacy for their own use. In making the King Center the origin of the march, the historical
site would forever be linked to both the memory of Dr. King and the legacy of the Civil
Rights Movement. Nevertheless, these views did not represent the full range of opinions
concerning same-sex marriage and LGBTQ rights.
Prior to the 2004 march, LGBTQ activists and their allies had discussed Long’s
growing influence. The National Black Justice Coalition, a civil rights organization that
advocated on the behalf of African American LGBTQ people, issued a press release
denouncing the actions of Long and Reverend King. In Atlanta, a growing community of
activists was raising awareness about LGBTQ issues in the black community. One of
these groups, In the Life Atlanta, issued national calls for action on December 8 and 9,
2004 (see Figure 1-1).

2

In December 2008, The Advocate's cover read “Gay Is the New Black: The Last Great Civil Rights
Struggle,” a nod to this new reality. Michael Joseph Gross, "Gay Is the New Black?" The Advocate,
(November 16, 2008) http://www.advocate.com/news/2008/11/16/gay-new-black?page=full. The Civil
Rights Movement of the 1960s was a cultural and political movement which focused on ending racial
discrimination and segregation; the New Civil Rights Movement focuses exclusively on LGBTQ issues. At
the same time, many African Americans saw this appropriation as problematic.
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Figure 1-1. A Call to Action message was posted on the In the Life Atlanta listserv.
This message (Figure 1-1) served as a declaration of political agency and
described the origins of a countermovement and was used by these activists to articulate a
new civil rights agenda that challenged the idea of a monolithic black identity.2 By
creating a collective response, they were able to disrupt the messages of religious
intolerance that defined much of the rhetoric that underpinned the 2004 march. The
counterprotestors met in front of the King Center at 8:30 am on the day of the march.
Although they were not violating any rules, they were twice instructed to move by the
members of the Atlanta Police Department. They were ushered first from the grounds of

2

In December 2008, The Advocate's cover read “Gay Is the New Black: The Last Great Civil Rights
Struggle,” a nod to this new reality. Michael Joseph Gross, "Gay Is the New Black?" The Advocate,
(November 16, 2008) http://www.advocate.com/news/2008/11/16/gay-new-black?page=full. The Civil
Rights Movement of the 1960s was a cultural and political movement which focused on ending racial
discrimination and segregation; the New Civil Rights Movement focuses exclusively on LGBTQ issues. At
the same time, many African Americans saw this appropriation as problematic.
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the King Center and then again to their destination at the intersection of Jackson Street
and Auburn Avenue (see Figure 1-2).

Figure 1-2. Map of the Reigniting the Legacy March parade route (Google Maps, 2016)3
Both the Reigniting the Legacy March participants and the LGBTQ
counterprotestors met on the grounds of the King Center, which is located in the Sweet
Auburn Historical District, an African American neighborhood east of downtown
Atlanta. One of the organizers, Craig Washington, describes how the event was put
together and how the protestors countered the acts of Long’s followers and the Atlanta
Police Department.
There were three of us who came together to plan the protest—Kevin Bynes, the
one who alerted me about the march, Anthony McWilliams and myself. We had a
three-way call at which we essentially planned the demonstration. This was only 2
to 3 days before the march itself….We did the call on a Wednesday, or Thursday
3

This map presents a partial view of the Sweet Auburn District which sits east of downtown Atlanta. The
points on the map indicate the meeting point for the Reigniting the Legacy March at The Martin Luther
King Jr. Center for Nonviolent Social Change.
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we had respective meetings with Lynn and activists the following day, and held
the demonstration that Saturday. We had a meeting with Lynn Cothren, then
special assistant to Coretta Scott King, that following afternoon, a community
forum that night with key-actors such as Mary Anne Adams and Antonio Jones.
People there were fired up given the hypocrisy and the manipulation afoot. I recall
that as we were chanting the age old (LOL) “Hey hey ho ho homophobia has got
ta go,” one of the New Birth marchers chanted back to us “Homosexuality's got to
go.” My heart ached and twisted with anger, with sadness. She could have been
my aunt, you know, she was a sister spouting that Bible almost playfully. It turned
my stomach sour. Then there was the wall of people that marched right by us
outnumbered at least 10 to 1. There were no more than 45–50 of us. As the march
set off I thought what if a few or more of the men got angry, what if they lost it.
There were a lot of them. I got scared. I kept it to myself and did not show it, but I
thought it. But then Rev Jones started singing. And his voice—his singing is
anointed. I can’t remember what he started singing but it was a spiritual, and it fit
the moment. At that point, I felt peace pouring over me like heavy rain. Peace and
courage from his lips to my heart. I felt like no matter what happened, whatever
went down, we were gonna be alright, and our cause would prevail.4
In another account, activist and organizer Kevin Bynes observed the following:
The worst behavior we had from the marchers was self-righteousness….Many of
them mirrored Bishop Long’s smug attitude, sort of ignoring the fact that we were
there….It’s painful to know they could ignore the pain of LGBT people and what
they did to us. (The Georgia Voice, 2010)
When Bynes describes his interaction with the church members, he is
demonstrating a feeling of ex-communication in which his views and identity as a gay
black man are as seen inconsequential. The refusal of Long and his parishioners to
acknowledge the protestors provides an entry point to understanding the fractured
experience of being a non-white LGBTQ person in both Atlanta in particular and the
world more broadly. Although the black church has historically been viewed as a source
of community, for some black LGBTQ people the anti-gay rhetoric preached by the
church has been a source of division and conflict. At the same time, this battle in relation
4

Craig Washington, personal interview, 2013.
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to LGBTQ concerns reveals the intra-racial struggle over LGBTQ rights and issues. For
Byrnes, Washington and the other counterprotestors recalibrated their identities based on
their circumstances and place. This did not mean that they were hiding or suppressing
their sexual identities; it instead showcases how they created spaces of belonging while
moving through contested space. In this example, black LGBTQ people developed virtual
communities and challenged the march’s anti-gay message. Although these spaces were
not permanently situated in space, they are vital for understanding the transitory and
flexible nature of black queer space.
Newark, Delaware 2004
As the protest in Atlanta was taking place, I was relocating to Newark, Delaware,
a college town 45 minutes southwest of Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. I was excited about
my proximity to the East Coast, a place I imagined as urban and diverse—and coming
from Atlanta, I assumed that these spaces would be even more cosmopolitan. I imagined
that given the area’s close proximity to Philadelphia, a much larger LGBTQ community
would exist.
On weekends I traveled to neighboring states in search of a larger LGBTQ
community that would provide me with the same sense of belonging that I had
experienced while living in Atlanta. A quick Google search yielded a list of LGBTQ
clubs and venues located in Center City, Philadelphia; I also found venues in New York
City, Baltimore, and Washington, DC and other places marked as “gayborhoods.”5 While

5

Since the 1990s, many cities have begun to market certain sectors as “gayborhoods.” Boys Town in
Chicago, Greenwich Village in New York, the Castro District in San Francisco, and DuPont Circle in
Washington, DC have all been marketed as gay neighborhoods. While all four of these areas were
historically patronized by LGBTQ people, local governments began to see the commercialization of queer
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I often found myself in the company of gay people, it did not feel quite like home. The
clubs I visited were integrated in theory, but in practice they had predominately white
clienteles. When I visited Henrietta Hudson, a club in Manhattan’s West Village, I looked
at the endless sea of white bodies dancing, socializing, and laughing. I searched for
something familiar but found nothing. Although I was among LGBTQ folks, I felt no
connection—only misplaced nostalgia. The words of Marlon Riggs personified what I
was experiencing: “In this great gay mecca I was an invisible man still; I had no shadow,
no substance. No place, no history, no reflection” (Riggs 1989).6 Although I understood
the importance of gay clubs, neighborhoods, and venues in the construction of identity
formation, I frequently felt excluded in these places.
In Atlanta I was accustomed to a much larger representation of blackness within
the LGBTQ communities. The city’s public and private spaces were filled with infinite
blackness, and clubs, venues, and establishments affirmed African American identities.
Furthermore, queer visibility was not limited to nightclubs or gay establishments. I
frequently encountered black gay and lesbian couples walking down the streets of
Atlanta. The people I encountered reflected my own identities.
In Philadelphia, New York City, San Francisco, and other gay metropolises, my
acceptance as a black woman was always conditional. How I experienced those
centers as a trend that would help bring revenue to the city. (For further discussion see Richard Florida. The
Rise of the Creative Class: And How It's Transforming Work, Leisure, Community, and Everyday Life
(New York: Basic Books, 2003) and Christopher Reed. “We're from Oz: Marking Ethnic and Sexual
Identity in Chicago,” Environment and Planning D: Society and Space (2003).
6
One of the themes of Riggs’ documentary, Tongues Untied, explored the prevalence of racism in San
Francisco. A major theme of this dissertation is how marginalized people react to exclusionary space.
Gillian Rose writes “The language of bumping against invisible barriers, of dead ends, of being jostled and
bruised by sharp appraising glances, is a language of a body being defined by powerful others who control
the view. See Gillian Rose Feminism and Geography: The Limits of Geographical Knowledge (Cambridge:
Polity Press, 1993)148.
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communities was shaped by my racial identification first, and my sexual identity second.
In these cities that were publicized and idealized as centers of unquestionable queer
belonging, I observed the ways in which racial exclusion permeated their spaces.7
The previous two examples––The Reigniting the Legacy March in Atlanta and
my experiences in Delaware—illustrate two of the most prevalent experiences faced by
African American LGBTQ people: moving through black geographies that are riddled
with homophobia and occupying white queer spaces that are marked by racial
polarization (Manago 1998; Johnson 2008; Moore 2011). In these two examples, one’s
access to place is shaped by the rigid parameters of African American heterosexuality
and white LGBTQ hegemony. Through spatial and ideological practices, homosexuality
and blackness are marked as impediments to the landscape.
However, these black geographies and white queer spaces are not unchallenged.
The counterprotests at the Martin Luther King Jr. National Historic Site and my visits to
gay clubs in New York City and Philadelphia suggest that these sites contain multiple
narratives and meanings. Through hidden transcripts, the marginalized enact spatial
practices that provide them with a distinctive voice. This dissertation focuses on these
“transcripts” and the process of place-making that allows African American lesbians to
create the islands of belonging that are vital to the maintenance of black lesbian life in
Atlanta.

7

The issue of racial segregation within the gay community has been addressed in several gay histories. For
further discussion, see George Chauncey. Gay New York: Gender, Urban Culture, and the making of the
Gay World 1890-1940 (New York: Basic Books, 1994); Brett Beemyn. Creating a Place for Ourselves:
Lesbian, Gay, and Bisexual Community Histories, (New York: Routledge, 1997); Charles Nero. “Why Are
All the Gay Ghettoes White?” (Durham: Duke University Press, 2005).
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Rationale for this Study
This dissertation documents and explores the personal cartographies of African
American LGBTQ people broadly and lesbians specifically. Positioned in Atlanta, it
investigates the visceral and symbolic everyday spaces of black queer life and the process
of creating communities for African American lesbians. In writing about these spaces, I
explore how these women territorialized private and public spaces in the city for their
own well-being.8 By being placed in the American South, a region not usually associated
with LGBTQ life, this study challenges metronormative and racialized assumptions
concerning queer space. Similar to other black cartographies, black queer geographies
complicate notions of place, space, and community; they are ambulatory, transient, and
often un-mappable. Furthermore, as a significant site of cultural production and
belonging, the American South serves as an “African American territory” for some and
“the scene of the crime” for others (Robinson 2014, 177). Yet through various spatial
practices, definitions of queer and black cartographies reframe sexual citizenship in
Atlanta.9

8

The research subjects in this dissertation are for the most part African American lesbians, however as this
project advanced it became clear that gay black men were heavily integrated in the lives and social spaces
of black lesbians. Since racism in the gay community was a common occurrence, black gay men and
lesbians socialized together and were involved in the same organizations. To reflect this reality, this
dissertation includes narratives black gay men who helped forge some of these spaces. (For further
discussion of the racial and gender segregation in LGBTQ communities, see Brett Beemyn, “A Queer
Capital: Race, Class, Gender, and the Changing Social Landscape of Washington's Gay Communities
1940-1955,” in Creating a Place for Ourselves: Lesbian, Gay, and Bisexual Community Histories (New
York: Routledge, 1997).
9
Although this work is concerned with the process of creating space, the question of citizenship is vital to
understanding how African American LGBTQ individuals appropriated spaces in the South to access full
citizenship. Scholars have noted how the practice of citizenship is connected to the struggle over public
space This dissertation is partially informed by these battles over citizenship which have alluded many
African Americans in their ability to claim space.
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This dissertation contributes to scholarship in many areas. Firstly, it presents an
intervention in Geographical, Gender and Women’s Studies, and LGBTQ scholarship.
The literature surrounding LGBTQ people and the socio-spatial practices of gay and
lesbian populations has largely been based within white communities in the American
North (Knopp 1995; Valentine and Skelton 2003; Bell 2004). Secondly, this dissertation
expands current understandings of black life and black communities in African American
and Cultural Studies (Thorpe 1996; Johnson 2008). Lastly, this work contributes to the
growing list of scholarship focused on the experiences of gay men and women in the
American South (Howard 1997; Gray 2009; Herring 2010).
The placement of this project in the American South––and more specifically in
Atlanta––was carefully considered. In the past two decades, Atlanta has experienced
population growth due to economic prosperity and the explosion of popular culture and
media. The new migratory patterns have attracted Midwestern baby-boomers, Northern
venture capitalists, and African Americans who were drawn to the city’s reputation as a
“black mecca” (Kirby 2004).10 This reputation has also attracted LGBTQ people, who
view the city’s racially progressive climate as positive—which they see as an indication
that the city will be gay friendly as well. For African Americans who are also members of
the LGBTQ community, the city provides the best of both worlds. They live in a

10

The term “black mecca” has historically been used to describe a city that attracts a cross-section of
African Americans, especially professionals. Historians have used the term to describe the movement of
black Southern migrants to Harlem, New York during the first part of the 20th century (see Alain Locke.
"Harlem, Mecca of the New Negro," Survey Graphic, March 1925, 629). In the August 1971 issue of
Ebony magazine, an article focused on Atlanta, Georgia, the term to described a place “where black dreams
are most likely to come true…[and] black folks have more, love better, accomplish more” (see Phyl
Garland. “Atlanta: Black Mecca of the South,” in Ebony Magazine, August 1971, 152).
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predominately black city where their identities as sexual minorities are acknowledged.
The South has evolved.
Nevertheless, in the minds of many Americans, the region will forever remain
connected to the legacy of chattel slavery, Jim Crow segregation, and religious
conservatism (Woodward 2002). In other words, many perceive the South and the state of
Georgia—and by extension Atlanta––as hostile spaces for any marginalized individuals,
especially African Americans (Keating 2001; Kruse 2005; Herring 2010; Wilkerson
2010). Decades of social codes and violence have ensured that African Americans remain
economically and politically disenfranchised.11 The disenfranchisement of African
Americans after the post-Civil War reconstruction era created a culture of suppression in
which black Southerners were incapable of accessing or defining Southern spaces in their
own terms. Consequently, the ability to generate a feeling of nostalgia associated with the
“Old South” erases and erodes the racial progress of the current era.12 For instance,
Southern Chef Paula Deen’s recent use of the N-word reflects her investment in Southern
11

The continuity of slavery ensured that African Americans would remain subordinate and incapable of
accessing or defining Southern spaces in their own terms. The demarcation of the region as a “white man’s
country” reinforced the spatial politics of black suppression (Ulrich B. Phillips, “The Central Theme of
Southern History,” The American Historical Review 34, no. 1(1928):43; For further discussion see Harry
S. Ashmore, An Epitaph for Dixie (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1957; Edward L. Ayers.
Southern Crossing: A History of the American South, 1877-1906 (Oxford: Oxford University Press).
Recent fights over voter ID laws and anti-gay legislation in the South reflect a battle over place and
identity. For many Southerners, battles over cultural politics (LGBTQ issues, immigration, Black Political
Activism) are perceived as attacks over whiteness. (For further discussion on Southern racial politics see
Jason Sokol. There Goes My Everything: White Southerners in the Age of Civil Rights, 1945-1975 (New
York: Random House, 2006); Kevin Kruse, White Flight: Atlanta and the Making of Modern Conservatism
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2007).
12
Since the end of the Civil War, white Southerners have attempted to reconstruct the region as a place lost
in time where genteel ladies and men lived in peace and harmony until the intrusion of Northern
interlopers. In this new revisionist history, complexities concerning race were replaced with controlling
images which justified the enslavement of Africans. As historian W. Fitzhugh Brundage articulates in the
following statement, “…we should pay attention to the history that Southerners have valued, the elements
of their past they have chosen to remember and forget, the ways that they have disseminated their past, and
the uses to which memories have been put” (W. Fitzhugh Brundage. The Southern Past: A Clash of Race
and Memory, (Cambridge: Belknap Press, 2005), 3.
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nostalgia: the parts of the Southern past that she has chosen to remember and forget
(Drew 2013).
While the American South is viewed as oppressive, Atlanta is a significant site of
black cultural production, identity, and belonging for African Americans. African
American lesbians in this city have developed a queer palimpsest that is a multi-tiered
process challenging these erasures. Atlanta contains multiple discourses that shape public
and private life and interactions (Hale 1998; McPherson, 2003). The spaces explored in
this dissertation are therefore invested with multiple meanings and memories related to
black, Southern cartographies (Lowenthal 1975; Schein 2006). These sites of contestation
refute standard definitions of Southern identity and place. Through social networks, book
clubs, house parties, and social activism, black lesbians create spaces of belonging that
are queer but also connected to African American culture. These spaces are not
necessarily coded as exclusively gay areas or discussed in length in LGBTQ publications,
but they are important. These sites and discourses are significant for understanding how
African American lesbians both engage in the process of place-making in Atlanta and
maintain these spaces. This dissertation presents these nuances of black queer Southern
cartographies.
Time Period and Significance
This dissertation focuses on the years between 1990 and 2010, which reflect a
period of population growth during which over 500,000 African Americans relocated to
Atlanta. For African Americans, the city is demarcated as a black space that was defined
by “a well-established middle class, business elite, mainstream, civil rights establishment,
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and a sophisticated political machine” (Bullard 2004, 40). The 1990s represented a
paradigm shift for Atlantan African American LGBTQ people, who used spaces within
the city to meet, congregate, and establish black queer communities. Through the creation
of political organizations, social clubs, and party circuits, African American LGBTQ
people developed a strong presence in the city.
For the individuals who participated in this study, Atlanta offered a feeling of
safety and comfort and shaped their racial and sexual identities. Subsequently, at the
same time that Atlanta was heralded as a black mecca, it also became known as a “black
gay mecca.”13 This project takes place at the intersection of these two meccas.
Recontextualizing Black Queer Identity
African American lesbians and other black LGBTQ people are clearly not an
anomaly. They live in small towns, metropolitan centers, and suburban enclaves in
Middle America. However, the ability to compile their histories and locate black LGBTQ
spaces has at times been an elusive journey. This is primarily what motivates the writing
of this dissertation: a search for those black queer geographies that have been rendered
invisible or cast aside.
This dissertation positions black queer cartographies within the larger schematic
of black geographies. As evidenced in the opening of this chapter, African American
communities were never monolithic and black LGBTQ people have always existed. The
black press has published various accounts recounting queer spaces of belonging. These
first-hand accounts describe drag balls, female impersonators, and pageants that provided
13

In chapter four, I examine how Atlanta transformed from an industrial Southern city into an international
city and legitimized gay metropole.
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black communities with entertainment and a reprieve from the traumas associated with
living in racially segregated society.
Stories published in JET in the 1950s illustrate this point.14 A cover story entitled
“Why Lesbians Marry” published on January 1, 1953 chronicled the research findings of
a psychiatrist who studied same-sex marriages (see Appendix A). A year later, another
story focused on women who had previously identified as heterosexual but were now
involved in same-sex relationships. In this article, lesbianism was viewed as either an
aside or an interruption to heterosexual marriage. The women in these relationships were
described as having entered them “only long enough to ‘see what it’s like’ “(see
Appendix B). While these stories were not necessarily written as pro-gay pieces, they
also did not defame the women. They instead provide historical accounts of African
American LGBTQ people as they participated in the structure of everyday life. These two
articles provide textual evidence that black lesbians were not an anomaly or merely
positioned in the shadows.
In addition to publishing personal interest stories, JET documented the places and
spaces that were vital to black life during the mid-20th century. As African Americans
made political, economic, and social advancements that dominated the news, several
other stories focused on the pervasiveness of black LGBTQ people in these spaces. In
1952, a six-page investigative report focused on the world of female impersonators who
worked on the club circuit:
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The first issue of JET was published in 1951 in small digest format. Marketed as “The Weekly Negro
News Magazine,” Jet focused on major social and political events within African American communities.
The magazine was also prominent in its coverage of events surrounding the Civil Rights Movement. It is
still in syndication.
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Nearly every big U.S. Negro community has—or has had—at least one night club
where swishing, clean-shaven men dress in women’s clothes and entertain cash
customers. In these clubs the shapely chorus girl is as out of place as a hand crank
on a Cadillac because the female impersonators have taken over…Ordinarily the
clubs that use female impersonators exclusively are not a town’s best night spots.
For years the 101 Ranch in New York headlined female impersonators. In Detroit,
it was “Uncle Tom’s Cabin.” In Chicago, female impersonators always have big
audiences at Joe’s DeLuxe Club. (JET Magazine 1952)
The evidence of a visible black gay culture within these communities is significant, and
female impersonators are described as a regular feature of black nightlife.
In stories based in Chicago, Detroit, and New York City, the existence of
nightclubs such as these legitimized the presence of LGBTQ people in black
communities and were recognized as permanent fixtures in these spaces. These articles
serve as potent reminders that black gay people existed—not in a vacuum, but within the
larger cartographies of the black diaspora. These narratives are not meant to romanticize
black communities or ignore the polarization that many LGBTQ people may have
experienced in these spaces, but I suggest that an alternative history exists. This
dissertation uncovers these elusive spaces and geographies.
Organization of the Dissertation
This dissertation is divided into six chapters that focus on different theoretical and
philosophical implications of place-making practices among African American lesbians
in the American South.15
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This work includes gay men in the study, because prior to the 1990s the LGBTQ movement among
African Americans consisted men and women. Unlike their white counterparts, black gay men and women
occupied the same private and public spaces due to 1) safety in numbers; 2) the laws of segregation that
enforced these spaces; and 3) most black LGBTQ spaces were in, or near black working class communities
and were not segregated within. I will discuss the impact of segregation in Chapter Five.
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Chapter 1 presents an overview of the topic and the purpose of the broader
dissertation.
Chapter 2 reviews relevant literature, concepts, and theories that inform the larger
framework of this study. Although this dissertation is geographically oriented, it employs
paradigms from African American Studies, Gender and Women’s Studies LGBTQ
Studies, and Southern Studies to explain the place-making processes of African American
LGBTQ people. These literatures help me to expand the definition of cultural, social,
symbolic, and acceptable black space while also presenting new possibilities concerning
queer and Southern identities. This chapter also introduces additional terminology
relevant to the larger dissertation study.
Chapter 3 presents the research framework, including the research questions,
methods, and process that were instrumental for carrying out this empirically based
research project. Historical archives and research methods such as oral histories,
participant observation, and ethnographic interviews are discussed in depth as well. I also
introduce some terms that evolved out of my fieldwork.
Chapter 4 provides an overview of assumptions regarding race, place, and the
South. A broader examination of Southern geographies, in particular the contested
meanings of the American South and the city of Atlanta, is vital for framing the larger
study. The chapter also explicates hidden and unhidden transcripts of African American
LGBTQ life and challenges the sentimentality and nostalgia surrounding “idealizing
geographies of post-Stonewall lesbian and gay urbanism, an urbanism that facilitates the
ongoing commodification…and de-politicization of U.S.-based queer cultures in many
18

locales” (Halberstam 2005, 16). Lastly, this chapter challenges metronormative
assumptions concerning respectable and acceptable queer spaces by introducing the
concept of escape narrative.
Chapter 5 examines the politics of racial exclusion within several queer sites in
Atlanta. By analyzing media and news outlets, interviews, and archives, this dissertation
explores the development of “imaginative geographies” that emerged from whitemediated cultural representations of African American LGBTQ people. To this end,
Chapter 5 demonstrates the effects of “gay whitening practices” and how they “construct,
maintain, and fortify the idea that gay male means white” (Bérubé 2011, 205). The
chapter ends with an examination of the place-making practices of African American
lesbians who create islands of belonging as an impetus for everyday acts of resistance.
Chapter 6 focuses on the social geographies of African American middle-class
lesbians. To clarify these politics, the chapter explores local sites of middle class
development. First, the chapter presents a discourse on the politics of respectability and
its impact on the development of black female cartographies in Atlanta.16 These earliest
settings influenced how the participants in this study engaged in place-making practices
and how they constructed of islands of belonging as adults. These islands of belonging
enable black middle-class lesbians to inscribe queer ideologies onto the landscape of the
city.
16

Respectability politics were practiced by middle class African Americans who believed that through
manners, morality, speech, clothing and beauty they could gain social and mainstream acceptance. The
Black Church used these respectability politics to reinforce puritanical standards concerning sexuality and
sexual propriety. More recently, conversations regarding respectability politics has focused on the tension
between former leaders of the Civil Rights Movement, and members of the Black Lives Matter movement
who are viewed as disruptive due to their non-partisan activism. (For further reading, see Evelyn Brooks
Higginbotham. Righteous Discontent: The Women's Movement in the Black Baptist Church, 1880-1920.
Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1993).
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Chapter 7 summarizes the larger dissertation study and identifies implications for
future research. In reviewing the relevant geographical spaces, this work considers the
impact that personal cartographies and islands of belonging have on today’s political
climate.
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Chapter 2 Literature Review and Theoretical Considerations
This work was initially concerned with physically locating African American
lesbian communities. I wanted to see where and how African American LGBTQ women
made a home and social life in Atlanta, so I sought out what I thought were traditional
“LGBTQ sites” in the city. In considering how African American lesbians in the South
are able to engage in the process of place-making, this dissertation documents space,
sexuality, and blackness (Adler and Brenner 1992; Chauncey 1994; Beemyn 1997;
McKittrick 2006). I soon realized that the situation was much more nuanced and
complicated and required a tracing of ambiguous and fluid geographies. Before
conducting this research, I perceived gay neighborhoods as clustered enclaves where
LGBTQ was overrepresented. However, my time in the field forced me to reconsider
how I defined space, what places I considered legitimate sites of queer belonging, and
what was involved in the process of claiming and creating these spaces (Nash 2006).
Ultimately, I explored how African American LGBTQ women defined their places—
their islands of belonging—and made them meaningful. In discussing these geographical
processes, this dissertation illustrates 1) how places and landscapes are defined and 2)
how meanings are attached to these places. In locating the geographies of this population,
it traces the ambiguous and fluid geographies of black women while also identifying the
material spaces that were vital to maintaining black queer life (Thorpe 1996; Beemyn
1997; Drexel 1997). As Lynn Staeheli writes: “…place may be mobilized in many ways
in any given context. This is what makes it such a messy concept,” an observation that is
made clearer through the review of literatures (Staeheli 2003, 168).
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Three interlocking literatures help to conceptually and theoretically situate this
dissertation with the aim of understanding how these geographical and symbolic spaces
are formed for black LGBTQ communities. When writing about these black queer
cartographies, I rely on these three sets of literatures and their theoretical framings. First,
I explore issues of sexuality and space drawn primarily (although not exclusively) from
geographical literatures. Second, I present treatments of the American South’s imagined
racialized geographies as a lens for exploring the “interlocking systems of oppression”
and how they influence the place-making process (Collins 1990, 221).1 Finally, I draw on
black feminist theory to address the question of sexuality and place.
Primary Literatures
Sexuality and Space
The development of a distinctive gay community in U.S. cities occurred as a
multi-tiered process. The earliest configuration of queer spaces was imagined and
scattered over various geographical coordinates (Anderson 1983; Chauncey 1994). As
cities began to industrialize in the 19th century, members of the mostly agrarian society
relocated to them to take advantage of the growing economy. As these migrations took
place, gay men and women began to forge communities themselves. These places
operated in seclusion from the general population and were often “hidden in plain sight.”
Public parks, libraries, movie houses, and even churches served as covers for gay men

1

Feminist scholars Patricia Hill Collins and Kimberle Crenshaw have both wrote about the interlocking
systems of oppression where race, gender, class and sexuality converge. Using an intersectional approach
this dissertation views these tropes as paramount to understanding how places are shaped by these rubrics.
(For further discussion, see Patricia Hill Collins, Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness, and
the Politics of Empowerment, (Boston: Unwin Hyman, 1990; Kimberle Crenshaw. “Mapping the Margins:
Intersectionality, Identity Politics, and Violence Against Women of Color. ”Stanford Law Review (1991).
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and women to meet each other without being reprimanded (Lorde 1982; Kennedy and
Davis 1993; Howard 1997).
The growth of speakeasies and after-work establishments during the post-World
War II era resulted more bars that catered to gay men and lesbians. In these spaces,
LGBTQ people could meet, network, and affirm their sexual identities without a fear of
judgment. Elizabeth Lapovsky Kennedy and Madeline Davis illustrate some of these
processes in a study of working-class lesbians in Buffalo, New York, in Boots of Leather,
Slippers of Gold: The History of a Lesbian Community (Kennedy and Davis 1993). In
this work, the historians locate at least 26 gay Buffalo establishments where lesbians
would meet and socialize in the mid-20th century and argue that a multitude of places
where lesbians could develop a gay identity existed (Kennedy and Davis 1993, 29).
In another exploration of gay bar culture, Sociologist Barbara Weightman located
at least 60 bars in 13 cities on the West Coast. In a study of four bars, she noted that these
spaces were often located in the most undesirable areas of San Diego, Garden Grove,
California, Seattle, and Vancouver. Despite being the primary location for gay men and
women to congregate, these bars were usually adjacent to old commercial strips and
places with low pedestrian traffic. Moreover, the general layout of the bars—which
featured invisible entrances, multiple entries, and a lack of windows—created a
defensible space to dissuade the general public from locating the establishments
(Weightman 1980).
In addition to specific places within them, numerous scholars have argued that
cities themselves were central to identity construction for LGBTQ people. Historian
George Chauncey makes this point in Gay New York: Gender, Urban Culture, and the
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Making of the Gay World 1890-1940. In a study of gay male culture in pre-Stonewall
New York City, Chauncey found that gay men were often open regarding their sexual
proclivities because the everyday spaces of New York City offered anonymity. In these
public spaces, gay men transformed heterosexual spaces into islands of belonging and
erected “a gay city amid, yet invisible to, the dominant city” (Chauncey 1994, 180). This
appropriation of heterosexual spaces in urban territories is fundamental for understanding
how queer cartographies have been shaped. As laboratories of culture, “Cities are the
primary arenas of struggles over such identities, rights, cultural encounters or conflict,
and social transformations. Different cultural practices, and spatial processes,
characterize urban landscapes” (Ehkramp 2008, 119).
Alyssa Howe argues that tourism as a practice was facilitating a sense of group
identity for gay men and women in San Francisco in the late 1990s (2001, 37). The city
developed a reputation as a queer homeland in the 1970s because it embodied new
political possibilities and meanings that “facilitate[ed] a sense of membership in a larger
queer nation—‘imagined’ or otherwise” (Howe 2001, 37). Cities became the primary—
and presumably the only—suitable space where gay men and lesbians could live fulfilled
lives (Castells 1983; Adler and Brenner 1992; Herring 2010). As citizens in these spaces,
LGBTQ people were no longer sexual exiles or pariahs.
When urban theorist Richard Florida published The Rise of the Creative Class,
municipal governments created campaigns to attract “creatives”—including lesbians and
gay men. The commercialization of LGBTQ culture and spaces became an impetus to
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revitalize underdeveloped cities (Rushbrook 2002; Florida 2003, Podmore 2006).
Through his research, Florida argued that the acceptance of LGBTQ people reflected,
…an ecosystem that [was] open to new people and new ideas…Accordingly,
communities that have long been more accepting and open to gay people have an
underlying ecosystem which is also more likely to be accepting of new ideas and
different types of people. (Florida 2004)
As a stimulus package for failing cities, the state of Florida’s creative class and
embrace of LGBTQ people was used as a national model for urban revitalization
programs.
Architect Christopher Reeds’ work on Boys Town, a gay district in Chicago, was
likely influenced by Florida’s work. Boys Town became a tourist destination for LGBTQ
people when the city invested resources in the area to facilitate economic growth. The
commodification of queerness as personified by Boys Town illustrates the vitality and
economic worth of gay villages (Rushbrook, 2002; Ghaziani, 2011). While visiting Boys
Town, Reed observes:
A catalog of the visual signifiers of gay neighborhoods begins with the display of
rainbow flags and bumper stickers. On a deeper level, however, gay
neighborhoods like gay sartorial markers, now often copied in other would-be
‘stylish’ context are characterized by their emphasis on certain historical
architectural styles and their accommodation to forms of pedestrian culture,
especially nighttime strolling, which have largely vanished from other parts of US
cities. (Reed 2003, 433)
The appearance of gay commercial districts, tourist monuments, and villages
transformed everyday heteronormative spaces into queer cartographies (Newton 1993;
Knopp 1995; Nero 2005). In contrast, in her study of The Gay Village in Toronto
geographer Catherine Jean Nash argues that queer spaces are often apolitical and
therefore inconsequential to gay identity (Nash 2006). However, the tendency for
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LGBTQ people to congregate in communities is significant. The development of their
neighborhoods mirrored the pattern of ethnic and racial ghetto formation in the early part
of the 20th century (Zelinsky 1992; Massey and Denton 1993). However, racial and ethnic
ghettoes cushioned residents from racism and their residents were often restricted to these
areas based on limited housing options, racialized housing policies, and a lack of
financial capital; in contrast, queer neighborhoods and communities were often formed
through choice (Massey and Denton 1993; Nero 2005; Nash 2006;).
Research on LGBTQ communities has focused on 1) the creation of gay ghettos
in postindustrial cities in the North and their impact on gentrification (Castells 1983;
Knopp 1997; Rushbrook 2002; Bell and Binnie 2004); 2) gay resistance and assimilation
in heterosexual spaces (Knopp 1995; Kitchin 2002; 3) the establishment of specific queer
landscapes by LGBTQ people (Hubbard 2000; Oswin 2008; Phelan 2010); and 4) the
commodification of queer spaces and identities (Skeggs, 2000; Florida 2003).
In other treatments of queer space, gay men were colonizers on the urban frontier.
The availability of cheap housing options attracted many LGBTQ people to
neighborhoods that were viewed as transitional, poor, and underserved (Castells 1983;
Knopp 1995; 1997). In addition to claiming physical space, these men created community
organizations and social networks that served as symbolic spaces of belonging. This
colonization process was primarily led by gay men; only a minority of lesbians were
involved, and their place-making efforts were not so absolute. As Manual Castells and
others have argued, lesbians used social networks, spaces of belonging, and collective
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imaginings as opposed to physical territory to claim space (Castells 1983; Faderman
1991; Newton 1993; Valentine 1995).
The influence of social class within these communities is also a part of the cannon
of scholarship and the larger discussion in this dissertation. For this study, the parameters
of social class appear in how participants were raised, how they dress, where they
socialize, and how they discuss their sexuality. Anthropologist Esther Newton provides a
rich history of the social stratification of upper-class gay and lesbian communities in the
resort town of Fire Island, New York (Newton 1993). Another example of this fractured
queer landscape can be found in Jane Ward’s examination of the social class and cultural
capital amongst members of the Christopher Street West Pride Celebration organizational
committee in Los Angeles (Ward 2003). In this study, Ward found that this gay pride
celebration held different meanings for the committee members who planned it. These
meanings reflected their individual interests and were heavily influenced by their social
class. As Ward writes, it was “seemingly contradictory things at once: disco parties; arts
and crafts fairs; drug dens; health expos; high security cages; sites of mourning; sites of
protest; ecstatic fun; and utter boredom” (Ward 2003, 88). Despite being marketed as an
open and public event for all members of the LGBTQ community, the Christopher Street
West Celebration was exclusive.
While most queer spaces (bars, nightclubs, bookstores) are certainly imbued with
class and class preferences, the way in which class operates in these spaces is often
ignored. For instance, few scholars have tackled poverty, homelessness, educational
inequalities, and wage gaps and the impact these issues have on gay men and lesbians.
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Instead, LGBTQ people are presumed to be wealthy and connected. A dissenting opinion
by U.S. Chief Justice Antonin Scalia expresses this belief. In his 1996 dissent, Scalia
makes the connection between place, sexuality, and class. In writing this statement he
assumes that all LGBTQ people live in places of affluence because they have affluence.
It is evident in many cities of the country, and occasionally bubbles to the surface
of the news, in heated political disputes over such matters as the introduction into
local schools of books teaching that homosexuality is an optional and fully
acceptable “alternative life style.” The problem (a problem, that is, for those who
wish to retain social disapprobation of homosexuality) is that, because those who
engage in homosexual conduct tend to reside in disproportionate numbers in
certain communities, have high disposable income, and, of course, care about
homosexual-rights issues much more ardently than the public at large, they
possess political power much greater than their numbers, both locally and
statewide. Quite understandably, they devote this political power to achieving not
merely a grudging social toleration, but full social acceptance, of homosexuality.
(Kennedy et al. 1996)
This statement is not only ill informed; it also generalizes all LGBTQ people.
When the justice states that homosexuals have “have high disposable income, and, of
course, care about homosexual-rights issues much more ardently than the public at large,”
he is referring to only a portion of this population—mainly to white, upper-class gay men
and lesbians (Sender 2002). Lastly, in stating that all homosexuals reside in the same
areas, Scalia ignores the possibility that racial segregation exists even within LGBTQ
spaces (Bérubé 2003; Oswin 2005; Moore 2011). This assumption has also been a
dominant theme in work related to LGBTQ communities.
When Geographer Larry Knopp wrote about New Orleans’ Faubourg Marigny
neighborhood, his work explored the early stages of gentrification in one historic district.
The work of Knopp, one of the first geographers to critically analyze gay community
formation, is groundbreaking. At the same time, similar to other geographers and scholars
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who write about sexuality Knopp limits his discussions to white, middle-class gay men.
Although he provides three salient reasons for why this neighborhood attracted this
population, he does not extrapolate the role that race played in the process.2
In a response to Knopp’s research on the Faubourg Marigny, scholar Charles
Nero complicates the original argument. Nero contends that whiteness played a
significant factor in the neighborhood’s racial homogeneity. The absence of black gay
men was facilitated by the culture of racial segregation and “made it highly unlikely that
middle-class black and white gay males would create racially integrated informal
networks” (Nero 2005, 143). The boundaries created by racial difference are frequently
excluded from these studies. As a result, gay black men were excluded from potential real
estate opportunities available in the Faubourg Marigny.
Natalie Oswin asserts that queer geography needs to push the limits of
conventional geographic thought, and suggests that power be used as a lens to address the
binaries of male/female, white/non-white, and privilege/non-privilege (Oswin, 2005).
Queer sexuality should interrogate all sexualities instead of just looking at gays. Heidi
Nast follows this work by arguing that a “different regime of patriarchies is gaining
legitimacy, one grounded only partially in what might be called ‘normative’ gay white
male masculinities” (Nast 2002, 878). Despite the plethora of work that examines space
and sexuality, examinations of queer geographies are one-dimensional. Castells suggests

2

In some ways, Knopp credits the accumulation of property as a circumstance of chance. Three events: gay
middle class professionals’ employment at the University of New Orleans, gay white men who were
interested in historic preservation, and “the arrival of speculators and developers who again were mostly
(Larry Knopp, “Sexuality and Urban Space: A Framework for Analysis,” Mapping Desire: Geographies of
Sexualities. (London: Routledge, 1995).
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that the ability to claim space or colonize an area is meaningful, but as Jasbir Puar
observes:
While it is predictable that the claiming of queer space is lauded as the disruption
of heterosexual space, rarely is that disruption interrogated also as a disruption of
racialized, gendered, and classed spaces. Nor are such disruptions understood in
tandem with a claiming of class, gender, and racial privilege as well. (Puar, 2002,
936)
The act of claiming queer space is disruptive and revolutionary. At the same time
I am suspicious of a practice that is limited to the minority. In this dissertation, I use the
concept of citizenship to dislodge these sites of privilege and question who can access
these spaces (Staehli and Thompson 1997). Although I state that citizenship provides a
space of equal access, I am aware that issues regarding social class can still make spaces
inaccessible for some.
The claiming of these spaces could be enriched by examining other modes of
difference. As such, the next section examines how spaces in the South work together to
create queer cartographies and serve as islands of belonging for LGBTQ people who call
the South home.
The Racialized South
Because this dissertation examines how black lesbians claim space in Atlanta, it
also is fruitful to address African American processes of racial and cultural reclamation
in the American South (Daniel 2000; Fortier 2001; Cashin 2004; Dixon 2005). While this
region has been in part defined by its history of racial injustice, it is also true that for
some African Americans the South is “a black folks territory…a nation within a
nation…the home of Black America” (Thorpe 1996, 177). For black Southerners, the
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South holds not only their origin story but is a place where they were able to change the
meaning of the landscape. Geographer Doreen Massey describes this process as follows:
the search after the “real” meanings of places, the unearthing of heritages and so
forth, is interpreted as being, in part, a response to desire for fixity and for
security of identity in the middle of all the movement and change. A “sense of
place,” of rootedness, can provide—in this form and on this interpretation—
stability and a source of unproblematical identity. (Massey 1994, 151)
This connection to the land and the desire to fix and secure identity in it is
symptomatic of both the changing spaces of the American South and Southern identity.
The spaces covered in this dissertation are part of a larger queer palimpsest created by
various personal cartographies, geographies of the South, and modernity. In writing a
dissertation that focuses on the South, I recognize the importance of place in the
construction of Southern identity. Southerners have a deep connection with land and the
memories that are deposited within it. As historian W. Fitzhugh Brundage wrote in The
Southern Past: A Clash of Race and Memory, “Physical space is central to Southern
historical memory and identity” (Brundage 2005, 6; see also Hale 1998). This statement
articulates the interconnected nature of physical space and identities and highlights the
importance of place to the women in this dissertation study. What follows is a selection
of studies that examine the cultural landscape of the American South and works related to
LGBTQ people who live there.
The historiography of the American South consists of several epochs. In the
minds of most Americans, this region lies outside of the general (accepted) culture of the
US (Ashmore 1957; Woodward 1960; Ayers 1995; Bageant 2007). It has always been
viewed as a distinct place. Studies of the South that focus on the antebellum period pay
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attention to the benefits of cotton production and the institution of slavery. For white
Southerners, slavery ensured the industrialization of a predominately rural society. In
addition, by investing in nostalgia and revisionist histories Southern historians laid the
foundation for a “white South” (Ashmore 1957; Degler 1977). Their new interpretations
of Southern history moved away from overt expressions of racism and instead focused on
losses of agricultural life, southern culture, tradition, and the threat of urbanization
(Southerners 1930). In I’ll Take My Stand (1930), a group of 12 writers published a
series of essays that created new interest in Southern culture. These essays were
influential because they romanticized the past and depicted the South as a place that was
under attack by the North.
In a similar way, journalist Harry S. Ashmore argued that the South’s
transformation from agrarian to industrial and the “end of legal segregation” meant that
the South was vanishing (Ashmore 1957, 15). In The Burden of Southern History (1960),
C. Vann Woodward acknowledged that changes in the South could not be prevented and
that “military defeat, occupation, and reconstruction” helped Southerners create a new
cohesive meaning (Woodward 1960, 170). His work also illustrates that “Southern
distinction” was not produced in the region alone but facilitated by Northerners. In
qualifying the South as a distinctive place, the aforementioned scholars laid the
groundwork for the ways in which Southerners saw themselves and the nation viewed the
region and its people in general.
Scholars have also written about the race’s impact in defining the power dynamics
between white and black citizens in the South (Jackson 1994; Boddie 2010). The
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racialized landscape in the South generally began receiving attention when the region’s
indigenous people were conquered and colonized. For people of African descent, their
kidnapping and eventual enslavement on plantations in the deep South continued with the
passage of Jim Crow Laws that supported segregation in public and private spaces (Hale
1998; Woodward 2002; Lands 2009; Wilkerson 2010).3 These laws transformed into
more covert discriminatory practices, even as national legislation outlawed segregation in
housing and schools. The implementation of racial segregation resulted in the
geographies occupied by black bodies remaining sequestered (Kruse 2007; Lipsitz 2011).
Related policies created spaces where the black population would be allowed to exist.
Whiteness and the racialization of public and private spaces became a staple of
Southern geographies and how Southerners cultivated their cartographies. In Making
Whiteness: The Culture of Segregation in the South, 1890–1940, Grace Elizabeth Hale
wrote “white Southerners chose geographic anchors, whether the imagined spaces evoked
by narratives or the physical spaces recaptured through spectacle” (Hale 1998, 9). This
was the geography that white Southerners used to define belonging, exclusion, and
insider/outsider status— but these “anchors” also allowed them to rewrite the narratives
that defined Southern space. This new literature has been particularly acute at focusing on
the lives of black Southerners, examining the impact that racial oppression had on them,
and exploring how they created these spaces of belonging (Stack 1996; Daniel 2000;
Cobb 2005).
3

Part of the myth surrounding racialized landscapes in North America surrounds the myth that the North
was an infinite place of freedom and racial tolerance. For further discussion, see Graham Russell Hodges,
Slavery and Freedom in the Rural North: African Americans in Monmouth County, New Jersey, 1665-1865
(Lantham: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers), 1997; Leon F. Litwack, North of Slavery: The Negro in the
Free States, 1790-1860. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press),1965.
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In addition to discussing Southern distinctiveness and racialized landscapes,
scholars began to write about the hidden geographies of LGBTQ people in the South.
Queer identities were absent in the cannon of Southern history. This did not mean that
they were not an active part of the culture, only that they did not fall in line with the
religiously conservative, heterosexual image that Southerners had of themselves. One of
the first books to challenge the myth that the South was devoid of gay life was Pete
Daniel’s Lost Revolutions: The South in the 1950s (2000). In this study, Daniel examines
how public spaces provided cover for LGBTQ people to meet and socialize within the
everyday geographies of the South.
Two other publications, namely Carryin’ On in the Lesbian and Gay South
(Howard et al. 1997) and Out in the South (Dews et al. 2001), included works that
addressed inter alia bar life, AIDS, and lesbian softball culture in the South. Historian
John Howard’s essay “The Library, The Park, and the Pervert: Public Space and
Homosexual Encounter in Post-World War II Atlanta” exposes the various public places
that gay men claimed in Atlanta following the World War II era. In Sweet Tea: Black
Gay Men of the South, E. Patrick Johnson later documents the lives of black gay men. In
the following passage, he describes the conflicted relationship that black Southerners had
with the region:
black folks’ relationship to and perspective on the South-still marked by
ambivalence-diverge in important ways from those of their white counterparts.
Because black queers experience their race and sexuality (and class and gender) in
a Southern context, their relationships and experiences also diverge from those of
white Southern queers. (Johnson 2008, 6)

34

In his collection of oral histories, Johnson illustrates how gay men maintained and held
onto their gay identities despite the racial and religious politics that affected their
everyday lives (Johnson 2008).
As this dissertation is situated in the South, these literatures provide important
discourse on how one’s gender, race, sexuality, and location contribute to a place-based
identity. While this dissertation deals exclusively with African American LGBTQ people,
in other research I have found that African Americans and Southern landscapes are
constantly marginalized. Furthermore, they are seldom conflated with LGBTQ
populations. Although LGBTQ spaces are described as “ghettoes,” this descriptor is
mostly used in jest and the areas are still regarded with esteem. When black queer
cartographies are shaped, they are a product of both Southern and black spaces and
reflect both of these spaces’ characteristics. Lastly, the works considered above draw
attention to the contestation of public space in the region and offer insightful additions to
the studies of the “New New” South.4
Scholars who have researched race, gender, sexuality, and to a lesser degree
Southern identity wish to treat each of these topics as a separate issue. However, recent
discussions of LGBTQ rights have tended to align the civil rights struggles of African
Americans with those of the LGBTQ community. The precarious position of black
LGBTQ people is often glossed over or erased completely, perhaps because so few

4

In employing the term “New New South,” I am acknowledging the contradictory and schizophrenic nature
of a region that has holistically been painted as a rural place. This is especially true of Atlanta, Georgia, a
city that claims the legacy of the Old South (through tourism, heritage, and nostalgia) and the its newest
manifestation as a post-racial, post-gay, international, and global city. In this New New South the city is
constructed as a phantasmic spectacle of belonging where the history of racism, xenophobia, homophobia,
and prejudice are impertinent.
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scholars integrate discussions of race and sexuality together into their work. While
scholars are increasingly calling for more inclusion in the LGBTQ community, studies
that focus purely on racial difference are largely absent (Bell 1991; Howard 1997;
McBride 2005; Nero 2005).5
Richard Schein writes that “whiteness…is largely (and historically) invisible—at
least to the hegemonic readings of landscape that presume white to be normal and
everything else to racialized” (Schein 2006, 4; see also Hale 1998). In writings about the
geographies of black lesbians in the South, the study of race and landscape uncovers how
this marginalized group creates spaces that contest the landscapes of normative whiteness
(Phelen 2001; Nast 2002; Hoelscher 2006; Hankins, Cochran, and Derickson 2012).
Intersectional Feminist Literature and Black Geographies
In this section, I draw from intersectional feminist and black geographies
literatures. When the suffragists and women’s club movements emerged in the mid-19th
century, women such as Susan B. Anthony, Anna Julia Cooper, Elizabeth Cady
Stanton, and Mary Church Terrell began to mobilize around issues of gender oppression.
By the mid-20th century, feminism in its various forms had become a mass movement of
political empowerment for women who were locked in place—in society, in their
families, and in their homes. In relation to this phenomenon, Betty Friedan wrote, “Many
women no longer left their homes, except to shop, chauffeur their children, or attend a
social engagement with their husbands. Girls were growing up in America without ever
having jobs outside the home” (Friedan 1963, 17). Although Friedan was writing about a
5

Within the past 5 years there has been a noticeable trend within African American Studies Departments
that are becoming more interdisciplinary, to include scholars with backgrounds in Women’s Studies, Queer
Studies and American Studies who are incorporating ideas of gender and sexuality into their studies.
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portion of the population—namely middle-class white women—her analysis of the
condition of women was timely. Women were viewed as child-like, docile, and incapable
of making decisions—and as a result, their futures were largely defined as the property of
their fathers and husbands.
Excluded from the everyday spaces of life, feminists used resistance and
contestation to transform their immediate surroundings. In Finding the Movement:
Sexuality, Contested Space, and Feminist Activism, Ann Enke writes:
social geographies and built environments shaped activist communities as they
emerged on the ground. Feminism, then, took shape as a popular movement
around the limitations and possibilities of local geographies. (2007, 6)
Through activism, feminists challenged the status quo and moved beyond the
invisible barriers set in place in society and circumstance (Rose 1993). Radical feminism
was especially powerful in its ability to disrupt political organizations, cultural
movements, and long-standing social institutions (Echols 1989). Feminists used bars,
softball fields, and health clinics to congregate or create communal spaces that acted as
buffers to disenfranchisement in Buffalo and Cherry Grove, New York, and Washington,
DC. In Detroit, feminists created a women’s health center and a feminist federal credit
union for working-class women—two sites that were commonly viewed as unsustainable
at the time. The formation of the Atlanta Lesbian Feminist Alliance was a result of
feminists feeling secluded from the gay liberation movement (Faderman 1991; Enke
2007). At its core, feminism was concerned with the complete eradication of patriarchy;
nonetheless, cultural differences existed between black and white women in the
movement.
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The Combahee River Collective, which was founded in 1974, attracted a strong
group of vocal and radical black women, including Audre Lorde, Cheryl Clarke, and
Barbara Smith. The following passage from the pivotal “Combahee River Collective
Statement” emphasizes the group’s feminist politics.
We believe that the most profound and potentially most radical politics come
directly out of our own identity, as opposed to working to end somebody else's
oppression. We also often find it difficult to separate race from class from sex
oppression because in our lives they are most often experienced simultaneously.
(Collective 1995, 234)
The collective addressed the intersections of oppression that many black women
experienced and helped set the black feminist agenda for decades to come.6
Subsequently, instead of joining the “Great Gay Migration,” these women chose to
remain within the black communities of their origins (hooks 1989; Collins 2005).7
Since black women experience multiple forms of oppression (e.g., racism, sexism,
classism, homophobia), the spaces that they occupy are shaped by their ability to
circumvent these forms of discrimination. For African American lesbians, this framework
highlights the multiple dimensions of claiming their space and identifies barriers that they
might experience in taking related action (Collins 1989; Greene 1994; Duncan 2001).
This intersectional approach works in opposition to the political culture supported by
queer theorists.
6

As an oppressed minority, black women recognized their exploitation came not just from white society,
but from black men as well.
7
Feminist bell hooks writes that while African American LGBTQ were encouraged to be discreet regarding
the sexual transgressions, they were embraced as members of the black community nonetheless, bell hooks,
“Homophobia in Black Communities,” in Talking Back: Thinking Feminist, Thinking Black (Boston: South
End Press, 1989). In other accounts, the black community was hostile towards this group. See: Cathy J.
Cohen and Tamara Jones, "Fighting Homophobia versus Challenging Heterosexism: "The Failure to
Transform" Revisited," in Dangerous Liaisons: Blacks, Gays, and the Struggle for Equality , 80-101 (New
York: The New Press, 1999). Horace Griffin, "Their Own Received Them Not: African American Lesbians
and Gays in Black Churches," Theology Sexuality 6, no. 88 (2000): 88-100.
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Queers who operate out of a political culture of individualism assume material
independence that allows them to disregard historically or culturally recognized
categories and communities or at the very least to move fluidly among them
without ever establishing permanent relationships or identities within them.
Because of my multiple identities, which locate me and other “queer” people of
color at margins in this country, my material advancement, my physical
protection and my emotional well being are constantly threatened. (Cohen 1997,
450)
Although gay villages and metropolitan cities have been viewed as an important
part of the gay experience, these queer ecologies have not necessarily held an attraction
for African Americans (Lorde 1982; Riggs 1989; Johnson 2012). This is largely due to
the prevalence of discriminatory practices and the subtle racism that occurred within
these spaces. As demonstrated earlier with the Reigniting the Legacy March, a
complicated relationship exists between African American LGBTQ people and some
heterosexual African Americans regarding homosexuality (hooks 1989; Kite 1994;
Griffin 2000; Carlson 2009). Scholar Elijah G. Ward’s work on the black church and gay
communities stresses this point:
In effect, homophobia is used as a strategy of domination by various individuals
and groups—both in US society and within its black subculture—to define not
only who or what a homosexual is, but even more importantly, who or what a [I
would add what a woman is] man is not. (Ward 2005, 497)
This indoctrination by the black church, along with respectability politics, made
black communities spaces of hostility and ensured that lesbians and gay men were
“culturally invisible in the black community” (Kennedy and Davis 1993, 114). As a result
of these narratives, queer people who dared to be open about their sexuality were either
socially isolated or ostracized. This logic is disputed by feminist scholar bell hooks in her
article “Homophobia in Black Communities,” where she writes that “black communities
may be perceived as more homophobic than other communities because there is a
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tendency for individuals in black communities to verbally express anti-gay sentiments”
(hooks 1989, 122).
For African Americans, family, kinship ties, and extended community were the
first significant center of belonging (Stack 1970). As such, the possibility of
excommunication constituted a tangible fear for black gay men and women who faced
daily experiences of racism, discrimination, and hostility. The importance of these
women’s communities and families is a pivotal part of why they chose to remain.8
Similar to class divisions, racial divisions dominated the shape of LGBTQ communities
at the turn of the century and may explain why a racial divide continues to exist within
the gay community in the 21st century (Chauncey 1994; Howard 1997; Johnson 2008).
I would argue that the refusal of many African Americans to acknowledge the
presence of black lesbians is tied to “the politics of respectability.” In an examination of
19th-century black women, historian Hazel Carby found that the politics of respectability
were employed as part of the reform movement to control black female sexuality (Carby
1992, 741). This was closely associated with the desire of many African Americans to
gain upward mobility and appear civilized in the eyes of their white counterparts. A
collective black conscious shaped how and with whom black women socialized and how
they performed their identities. As Melissa Harris Perry further elaborates, “Through
dissemblance, these middle-class activist African American women sought to respond to
and defend against the sexualized myths to frame themselves as ‘good women’ and

8

Scholars of gay histories have noted the large degree of segregation that existed in queer communities
during the mid 20th century. Based on numerous studies, and my own interviews, a “culture of segregation”
permeated the gay world and racism persisted (Hale, 1998). I will discuss the issue of racism in the gay
community in Chapter Five.
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therefore gain access to the privileges of womanhood” (Harris-Perry 2011, 63). These
images acted as counternarratives to the stereotypical representations of African
American women. In Black Sexual Politics: African Americans, Gender, and the New
Racism, Feminist scholar Patricia Hill Collins writes:
The institutionalized rape of enslaved Black women spawned the controlling
image of the jezebel or sexually wanton Black woman. This representation
redefined Black women’s bodies as sites of wild, unrestrained sexuality that could
be tamed but never completely subdued. (Collins 2004, 56)
For black women, the privilege of being middle class created a separate narrative
in which they could maintain similar standards of living and levels of respectability as
white women. The ability to claim a middle- or upper-class identity becomes essential for
women who have traditionally been ostracized and discriminated against. As such, any
woman who possessed or exhibited traits that were considered deviant was considered to
be outside the moral purview of the respectable notions of black womanhood.
Black lesbians became pariahs who were cast out of some of these communities.
This was especially true for middle-class black women, who were constantly under
surveillance and viewed as psychologically damaged, exotic, and hypersexual (Collins,
1990; Greene 1994; Smith 1998; Harris-Perry 2011;). In this way, black same-sex desire
played into racist and historical stereotypes “that [portrayed] all black women as morally
debased” (Chauncey 1994, 253). In considering these women of color, the current work
also pays specific attention to the ways in which social class operates and influences the
sites that these women claim and how these individuals express their sexual identities
within them (Skeggs 1997; Adair 2005).
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Black feminist scholars have noted the tensions that exist for African Americans
who are members of multiple marginalized groups. Psychologist Beverly Green
highlights this point:
Just as the experience of sexism is “colored” by the lens of race and ethnicity for
women of color, so is the experience of heterosexism similarly filtered for
lesbians of color. Heterocentric thinking often leads both professional and
laypersons to make a range of inaccurate and unexamined but commonly held
assumptions about lesbians. (Greene 1994, 391)
Moreover, legal scholar Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw found that:
Although racism and sexism readily intersect in the lives of real people; they
seldom do in feminist and antiracist practices. And so, when the practices
expound identity as “woman” or “person of color” as an either/or proposition,
they relegate the identity of women of color to a location that resists telling.
(Crenshaw 1991, 1)
For these scholars, the fight for social equality could not be compartmentalized.
This reality became apparent for many women who joined the feminist and LGBTQ
movements of the 1970s (Clarke 1983; Christian 1985). The black women who joined the
feminist movement were surrounded predominately by white women who were unwilling
to address the cultural and economic differences that were present. During the late 1970s,
activist Karla Brown, a recent migrant from Charlotte to Atlanta, spoke about these
tensions: “I gained my identity as a lesbian in North Carolina and as a lesbian-feminist in
Atlanta. But I had lost my identity as a black woman” (Sears 2001, 293). Black women
were frequently excluded within the culture of white feminism. As women of color, they
found that their involvement was viewed with distain. bell hooks describes the tensions
that existed between white and black women who were involved in the civil rights and
feminist movements as follows:
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When I participated in feminist groups, I found that white women adopted a
condescending attitude towards me and other non-white participants. The
condescension they directed at black women was one of the means they employed
to remind us that the women's movement was “theirs”—that we were able to
participate because they allowed it…they did not see us as equals. They did not
treat us as equals….Our presence in movement activities did not count….If we
dared to criticize the movement or to assume responsibility for reshaping feminist
ideas and introducing new ideas, our voices were tuned out, dismissed, silenced.
We could be heard only if our statements echoed the sentiments of the dominant
discourse. (hooks 1984, 11-12)
In The Trouble Between Us: An Uneasy History of White and Black Women in
the Feminist Movement (2006), Winifred Breines reinforces the notion that a split existed
between black and white women in her description of an altercation at a large feminist
demonstration in 1970. At this event, black female activists carried signs demanding the
freedom of Angela Davis. They were later confronted by a leader from the National
Organization of Women, who said that Davis’s imprisonment “had nothing to do with
women’s liberation” (Breines 2006, 139). This is only one of the examples that Breines
provides of the racial rifts that existed between feminists whose “inability to recognize
that the intersections of race and class with sex put women of color at risk” (Breines
2006, 140).
In the late 1970s, black feminist scholars began to write critically about the
experience of black gay women.9 More recently, Mignon Moore’s “Lipstick
Timberlands? Meanings of Gender Presentation in Black Lesbian Communities” has
brought attention to the topic of gender presentation in the African American community

9

Some of the earliest treatments regarding black lesbian life focused on historical biographies and queer
fiction. For further discussion see J.R. Roberts, “Black Lesbian Literature/Black Lesbian Lives: Materials
for Women’s Studies, “The Radical Teacher 17, (1980).
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(Moore 2006). In her work, Moore passionately claims that the absence of research on
gender roles reflects the respectability politics associated with black women:
The double transgression of acting on same-sex desires and defying societal
norms of femininity has rarely been publicly acknowledged or analyzed in
research on black lesbians, and this may be due to an effort to protect black
women from having their behaviors categorized as deviant or nonnormative.
(Moore 2006, 118)
Since black women were largely isolated from bar culture and white lesbian
communities, they continued to engage in butch and femme roles. While Moore’s work is
engaging, it focuses exclusively on black lesbians who live in New York City. Through
her analysis, she positions queer Northern-based, black lesbian communities as the only
salient choice for those seeking a vibrant queer life.
Terminology and Concepts
The following definitions, which draw on the above-discussed primary literatures,
articulate the process of place-making and clarify how I use these words in the current
study. While some of the terms are commonsensical and appear in the academic lexicon,
I may not apply them in the usual way. For instance, terms such as citizenship and
imagined communities are only slightly aligned with current uses in geography. The list I
provide is not exhaustive, but the included terms do provide a much-needed foundation
for understanding the communities covered in this dissertation.
Citizenship
For African Americans, citizenship has always been a concept deeply connected
to geography. This is especially true for black Southerners, whose personal cartographies
were deeply shaped by a racial caste system that was defined by white supremacist use of
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space (Hale 1998; Lipsitz 2011). Under the system of chattel slavery, people of African
descent were defined as property and denied access to political and civic freedoms. Even
after they were emancipated, their claims to citizenship were only provisional (Lipsitz
2011; McKittrick 2011).10 This provisional citizenship is also applicable to sexual
minorities.
The legal rights of LGBTQ people were suppressed for decades, which affected
how they created spaces of belonging. Staehli and Thompson illustrate this point when
they write, “The metaphorical spaces between the legal and moral meanings of
citizenship set the conditions for debates over which citizens should have access to
material public space” (Staehli and Thompson 1997, 30). For the participants in the
current study, the benefits of citizenship are never fully realized without tension. As a
result, the simple acts of being and place-making are essential to the pursuit of full
citizenship. I rely on the Shane Phelan’s definition of full citizenship, which “requires
that one be recognized not in spite of one’s unusual or minority characteristics, but with
those characteristics understood as part of a valid possibility for the conduct of life”
(Phelan 2010, 15-16).
Personal Cartographies
How we interpret and experience geographical spaces is often framed by our
internal bias, previous experiences, and personal identities. I have coined the term
10

Scholar Katherine McKittrick argues that enslaved Africans “concealed a black sense of place” while
they were despatialized. Other scholars have also argued that African Americans have used public and
private spaces to contest dominant meanings of place. For further reading, see Robin D. G. Kelley. "We
Are Not What We Seem": Rethinking Black Working-Class Opposition in the Jim Crow South
The Journal of American History. Vol. 80, No. 1 (June, 1993), pp. 75-112 and LaKisha Michelle Simmons.
Crescent City Girls: The Lives of Young Black Women in Segregated New Orleans. Chapel Hill: The
University of North Carolina, 2015.
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personal cartographies to describe the ways in which race, class, gender, and sexuality
influence one’s perception of space, place, and landscape.
Place-making
This term is the active process by which people re-claim or re-purpose a place and
develop a new meaning within that landscape. Place-making practices are active.
Everyday citizens initiate them and transform new spaces while reallocating power in the
landscape.
Islands of Belonging
As points of intersection, islands of belonging are places where individuals who
have common beliefs, identity markers, and understandings come together to create
mental, symbolic, and sometimes physical enclaves. Whereas belonging is understood to
mean the opposite of exclusion, islands of belonging create tangible togetherness.
Hidden Transcripts
Since power relations are frequently built into the landscape, marginal
populations’ movements, visibility, and records are often erased. When I write about the
personal cartographies of African American lesbians, I demonstrate how these women
employ agency and autonomy with hidden transcripts. Drawing examples from the work
of James C. Scott and Robin D.G. Kelley, I use hidden transcripts as a framework for
understanding how oppressed groups challenge the hegemonic order. First, I draw on
Scott’s description that the hidden transcript refers to “disguised forms of public descent”
in which marginalized communities create movements of resistance (Scott 1990, 20).
Secondly, I use Kelley’s synthesis of hidden transcripts to understand how African
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Americans who lived in the South managed to “exercise power over, create space within,
the institutions and social relationships that dominated their lives” (Kelley 1993, 78).
These acts of resistance were employed by black LGBTQ people in the South as they
created places to call their own.
Queer Palimpsests
This palimpsest is a human creation—a mapping of not only queer places but also
of queer sensibilities and queer bodies. It is this sensibility that controlled how these
topographies were shaped and what individuals have access to them. For black queer
people (who are frequently stigmatized), the queer palimpsest remains a place that is not
always accessible.
Home(place)
Previously, I suggested that the South operates as a “homeplace” for African
Americans and that Atlanta works as a “homeplace” for black lesbians. bell hooks and
Mesa-Bains define a homeplace as a place of power where black women were able to
assert themselves and gain autonomy in a society that was sexist and racist (hooks and
Mesa-Bains 2006). In a study of black migrants moving to the rural South, sociologist
Carol Stacks wrote that “The South, scene of grief and suffering for black Americans,
never ceased to represent home” (Stack 1996, xv). In these two examples, home and
homeplace represent stability and familiarity.
Community
I use the term community throughout this dissertation. This word is loaded with
multiple meanings. It frequently invokes a sense of collective unity and an open-door
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policy for all interested parties as long as they meet some requirement of membership
(Bell 1991; Weston 1991; Newton 1993; Howe 2001). In other explanations,
communities are physical locations locked in a particular place.
Scholars have already noted that the tendency to romanticize all types of
communities (including ethnic, racial, sexual, and regional) ignores the infrapolitics that
occur within them (Scott 1990; Kelley 1993; Frug 1996; Collins 2010). As Patricia Hill
Collins writes, “The idea of community constitutes an elastic social, political, and
theoretic construct that holds a variety of contradictory meanings around which diverse
social practices and understandings occur” (Collins 2010, 10).
Imagined Communities
The islands of belonging covered in this dissertation are imagined communities, a
term that describes spaces of belonging that are facilitated through a belief in the
sovereign state (Anderson 1991, 6). Through this construct, I use a framework to
deconstruct how this sense of belonging and collectiveness transcends space and time.
Using the concept of imagined communities are essential to understanding the multiple
manifestations of LGBTQ, black, and Southern ecologies and reflect the changing nature
of Southern space.
Gender Performance and Presentation
Mignon Moore argues that black lesbians in New York City created their own
cultural codes that differed from those of white lesbians. Since these two groups existed
in separate spaces, gay black women developed a distinctively different queer culture.
For instance, gender presentation within black lesbian communities became more
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pronounced as black women moved away from feminism and feminist separatists (Moore
2006). Instead of assuming the androgynous appearance of some feminist lesbians,
African American women chose to identify as studs, butches, and femmes.11
The New New South
I locate this work in the New New South. I define this era and space as the South
of black political dominance, black Southern belles, hip hop, the black mecca,
intersectional identities, and a space of unquestioning blackness (Stack 1996; McPherson
2003; Robinson 2014). This is the South of generational black wealth, black Hollywood,
and black suburbanization. In alluding to the region as a center of black belonging and
community, this work does not intend to romanticize the present or ignore the pervasive
trope of whiteness and nostalgia for white memory (Griffin 1995; Ayers 2005; Inwood
2011).
Filling in the Gap: Moving Beyond Gay White Space
The first part of this chapter presented current research related to the study of
space and sexuality, geographies of the American South, and black feminism. While
these works provide an overview of how scholars have defined these spaces and where
these spaces are manufactured, they are limited in scope. Hardly a whisper or
acknowledgement is made in relation to African American LGBTQ spaces. This is a
contradiction—or perhaps a purposeful deletion and a redrawing of a map in which black
queer bodies and their territories are placed outside the general line of vision.

11

The terms stud, butch and femme are titles used to describe gender roles within the lesbian communities.
While these labels are not always definitive, they are often based on stereotypes, for instance stud and
butch are defined as dominant, masculine, tomboyish women and a femme is defined as a feminine,
submissive woman.
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Subsequently, residents of these black spatial imaginaries are relegated to the margins,
acting as bridges to fulfill white geographical visions of legitimate uses of space. Like
black lives, black space matters—but they frequently remain peripheral.
Beyond the literature review presented in this chapter, my fieldwork reveals
spaces that are valuable sites of agency and part of the queer palimpsest and black
diaspora. While black queer cartographies have always existed, they cannot be so easily
located on a map. Chapter 3 presents the research design and methodology for this study
to showcase the triumphs and trials of locating hidden queer space.
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Chapter 3 Identifying the “Where of Blackness”: Locating Islands of Belonging and
Documenting Hidden Transcripts in the Queer Palimpsest
It is precisely through the map’s objectivity that particular representations of
society and nature are materialized; the interests of one or another group are
inscribed while other interests are erased or silenced. (Pickles 2004, 113)
The January 1989 issue of Etcetera, a bi-weekly publication marketed at the
LGBTQ community, featured a cover story on the Martin Luther King Day Parade March
in Atlanta (see Figure 3-1). During this event, roughly 60 men and women of various
backgrounds and races walked under the banner of the Metropolitan Atlanta Council of
Gay and Lesbian Organizations. Like many other participants who were celebrating the
activism of Dr. King, these revelers were members of the black LGBTQ community, a
sector of people denied civil rights during this time. This was the first time that LGBTQ
groups in Atlanta participated in the march, and they included a cross section of people
from the African American Lesbian and Gay Alliance (AALGA), the Atlanta Lesbian
Feminist Alliance, and student groups from Georgia State University and the Georgia
Institute of Technology.
By participating in the event, the marchers participated in a public discourse on
racial equality and prompted conversations regarding gay rights as a civil rights issue. For
a few hours, they abandoned the bars, cruising zones, nightclubs, bathhouses, and
redlight districts of Midtown to occupy other spaces in Atlanta.1

1

The Midtown neighborhood is located between Downtown and the Buckhead business district. The
community that was a mixture of small businesses, apartments and large Victorian houses that have been
converted into multi-family apartments. During the 1960s and 1970s, the area followed national trends,
and attracted hippies, working class, racial minorities, and gay men and women who sought affordable
housing near the city. I will discuss Midtown more fully in Chapter Five.

Figure 3-1 The cover of Ecetera featured members of the African American Lesbian and
Gay Alliance. Source: Auburn Avenue Research Library on African American Culture.
The cover of Etcetera magazine featured members of the AALGA marching in the
Annual MLK March (see Figure 3-1). Through their bodies as queer people and their
banners celebrating Dr. King, they edited the space that they moved through and became
a part of the public transcript (Scott 1990; Kelley 1993; Lipsitz 2011). They were
embraced by the larger attending public and received “support and appreciation from the
King Center and the Holiday Commission” for their participation (Sojourner 1989).
Furthermore, by proclaiming their sexual identities in the parade they were able to further
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understand the process of place-making and queer spatialization in the city as individuals
who were othered.
On the same day as the march, a group of black men and women met at the
intersection of Peachtree Center Avenue and John Wesley Dobbs Avenue in another
section of Atlanta. They staged a rally that paid homage to the legacy of Dr. King and
one of his closest advisors, Bayard Rustin (see Figure 3-2). Rustin was an openly gay
black man whose sexual orientation created conflict within the Civil Rights Movement;
as a result, he remains one of the movement’s least discussed leaders. In his research on
sexuality within the Civil Rights Movement, scholar Thaddeus Russell argues that Dr.
King was tolerant of Rustin’s sexuality with the understanding that it would remain
private; however, once Rustin’s homosexuality entered the public record, Dr. King
distanced himself from him (Russell 2008). With the exception of LGBTQ groups, Rustin
and especially his sexuality have been erased from the annals of African American
history. The above-mentioned rally was organized by local LGBTQ groups and
institutions In the Life Atlanta, ZAMI, Unity Fellowship Church, and 2nd Sunday to
extend and celebrate the work of Dr. King. By holding this event, these groups shifted the
focus from Dr. King, a heterosexual man and beloved figure in the African American
community, to Rustin, a man who saw his homosexuality as “a problem for the
movement” (Rustin 2015).
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Figure 3-2 A flier from the Bayard Rustin rally led by various black LGBTQ groups in
Atlanta. Source: Auburn Avenue Research Library on African American Culture.
These two examples of a parade and a rally illustrate the complicated yet subtle
way in which black queer geographies are formed. The MLK Day Parade illustrates how
the participation of a few LGBTQ groups changed but did not necessarily challenge the
hegemonic order of the event. However, the Bayard Rustin Rally served as a meeting
ground and a contested space that stood in between the respectability politics of the MLK
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March and exclusionary racial politics of the gay community.2 At this moment, through
their embodiment, the African American LGBTQ attendees claimed the streets where
they stood and transformed them into islands of belonging. At the same time, both
examples present the importance of inserting counterculture and countermemories into
Southern cultural landscapes.
In this cannon of Southern history, individuals who were non-white, nonheterosexual, and non-male were rendered insignificant. The figurative erasure of history,
geographies, memories, and narratives and the physical erasure of black bodies, people,
and communities ensured that records related to black life in the South would be difficult
to locate. Historian W. Fitzhugh Brundage describes this process when he writes:
…white Southerners set about codifying their heroic narrative and filling the civic
landscape with monuments to it, they were conscious that the rituals of black
memory represented a form of cultural resistance. For a century after the Civil
War, whites ensured that public spaces conspicuously excluded any recognition of
the recalled past of blacks. (Brundage 2005, 10)
Given the history of the American South, both the presence of African American
gay men and women marching in the MLK Day Parade and the incorporation of a
separate event that celebrated an openly gay African American civil rights leader are
meaningful.
For the AALGA and the other LGBTQ organizations that participated in the MLK
March, the parade route served as a space of activism as well as a portable queer black
space that changed the city’s cultural landscape—if only temporarily. These two

2

Chapter Five provides a detailed exploration of racial polices within majority white gay communities.
However, it is essential that I note the prevalence of racism within these spaces initiated the formation of
several African American LGBTQ organizations.
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examples and others in the dissertation provide an exploration of not only these spaces
but also of the dilemmas involved in researching them.
The literatures identified in Chapter 2 suggest ways in which LGBTQ people
claim space and negotiate their racial and sexual identities and why they do so. This
chapter examines the places-making processes by which these spaces are created in
Atlanta. This chapter recalls the multi-pronged methods used in locating the illusive,
unseen, unspoken, and buried black queer geographies of Atlanta. It also acknowledges
the difficulties in locating materials relevant to these geographies. While African
Americans have made multiple contributions to the formation and building of the US,
documents pertaining to black lives are often stricken from public record and placed
within hidden transcripts. As other scholars have noted, these hidden transcripts work in
opposition to the dominant and public record (Aptheker 1937; Scott 1990; Kelley 1993).
However, acts of rebellion, contested moments, and subversive autonomy are typically
viewed as inconsequential especially by those in power. For instance, clothing acted as a
“necessary and evocative medium” for black women to contest the mythology of black
debauchery from the 19th century onward (Klassen 2004, 39). The simple act of wearing
one’s “Sunday best” was a challenge to white ideas about black cleanliness, wealth, and
social standing. For African American gay men and lesbians, the transcripts were no less
significant. Black queer blues singers such as Bessie Smith, Gladys Bentley, and Ma
Rainey inserted references to homosexuality into their song lyrics. These transcripts were
often recognized by African American newspapers and periodicals, but their meanings
were subverted to make them more palpable to a growing conservative black population
(Russell 2008; Leonard 2011). The relics left behind became lodged in both the memories
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of individuals and the countermemories of these spaces. In this dissertation, I utilize the
definition of countermemory provided by George Lipsitz:
Counter-memory is a way of remembering and forgetting that starts with the
local, the immediate, and the personal…Counter-memory looks to the past for the
hidden histories excluded from the dominant narratives. But unlike myths that
seek to detach events and actions from the fabric of any larger history, countermemory forces revision of existing histories by supplying new perspectives about
the past…Counter-memory focuses on localized experiences with oppression,
using them to reframe and refocus dominant narratives purporting to represent
universal experience. (Lipsitz 1990, 213)
In locating symbolic and material spaces of LGBTQ Atlantans, memories are vital
for revealing the “experiences of oppression” and allowing LGBTQ people to create
personal cartographies that capture both past experience and present conditions.
The title of this chapter alludes to a search for not only the material but also for
the symbolic and the invisible. I am searching for what geographers Katherine
McKittrick and Clyde Woods define as “the tension, between the mapped and the
unknown” or “the Where of Blackness” (McKittrick and Woods 2007, 4). The process
through which blackness, sexuality, and place intersect to create these personal
cartographies is an essential part of this dissertation’s research design and methodology.
Through practices, secrets, silences, word of mouth, conversations, demolished spaces,
social networks, and interactions, African American LGBTQ people have created spaces
that are active and reflexive.
This chapter presents the design research questions and methodologies essential
for completing this project. In doing so, attention is also paid to the process of uncovering
“the hidden” of African American LGBTQ life and the centrality of feminist qualitative
methods for making the hidden visible.
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Research Questions
This study was guided by the primary research question: How do African
American lesbians claim space in Atlanta? To answer this question fully, I also identified
the following more specific research questions and objectives:
1. What are these spaces, and where are they?
In answering the primary question, I attempted to locate and position the
symbolic and material spaces occupied by African American lesbians.
2. How do the personal cartographies of black lesbians facilitate the process
of place-making and belonging?
This question explores how the personal cartographies of black lesbians
create distinctive black social spaces that validate intersectional identities
as well as enrich current understandings of racialized space.
3. Do these spaces facilitate a sense of community, identity, and belonging in
the South?
Since heterosexual and LGBTQ spaces are racially polarized, African
American lesbians create islands of belonging that insulate them from the
exclusionary racial policies of the larger gay community. In these spaces,
how do members define community? This question is also concerned with
the role that intersectionality (i.e., sexuality, race, social class, gender)
plays in facilitating belonging in these spaces.
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Research Methodology
The opening of this chapter suggested the complexity of LGBTQ visibility and
place- making practices within the larger framework of African American life in the
American South. Locating viable historical resources connected to lesbians and gay men
of any race presents numerous challenges (Faderman 1991; Chauncey 1994; Leonard
2011). Before I could locate the “Where of Blackness” for this study, I had to locate a
population of people who had often been heavily stigmatized. These individuals and their
lives were often viewed as irrelevant, insignificant, and disposable—yet their chronicles
were frequently there, hidden just below the surface. The issues related to creating
scholarship around this community has been connected to the question How does one
locate LGBTQ people?
While my project is concerned with African American LGBTQ people, as
discussed in the previous chapter few studies before the 1970s specifically mention these
individuals. This is not a surprise, as homosexuals in general were perceived as
minorities and largely appeared in psychology studies. By the time that researchers began
studying homosexuals in the 1970s, much of these scholars’ work focused on identity
formation or the quandaries associated with coming out in a heterosexual society (Dank
1971; Warren 1974; Cass 1979). Their research was not used as a resource for the
community but to reaffirm its members deviancy. This “othering” of homosexuals
originated from “twentieth century studies in which prison and clinical samples were
used to paint LGBs as mentally and morally deficient, supporting the received view that
homosexuality is pathological (Meyer and Wilson 2009, 23). As such, the public record
reflected the research and the research reflected the public record. For many mainstream
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Americans, homosexuality was something to whisper about or discuss behind closed
doors.3
While some studies may have disputed these views, a majority of Americans saw
homosexuality as a defect caused by a sheltered childhood or erratic parenting (Ullman
1960; Bieber 1969). The view that homosexuality was a mental disturbance was also
supported by the American Psychiatric Association’s decision to list homosexuality as a
mental disorder in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM II) in
1968. By the time AIDS/HIV was devastating gay male communities in the 1980s, the
public image of gay communities was overshadowed by tragedy and death (Harry 1986;
Kaufman and Johnson 2004).
I provide this brief overview of LGBTQ-centered research to illustrate how the
earliest investigations of LGBTQ people shaped the perceptions of researchers, the
public, and perhaps people who experienced same sex attraction. In other words, how
LGBTQ people appear in the public record not only affects how they are treated; it also
influences if their histories, culture, and geographies are viewed as important or
documented at all.
In other accounts, LGBTQ life and people became a part of the hidden transcript.
This hidden transcript in many ways was more valuable than the official public record
published by academicians. When conducting the literature review for this dissertation, I
3

This erasure of homosexuality occurred largely along class lines. Several scholars have written about the
acceptance of LGBTQ people in working class neighborhoods. However, during the 1960s and 1980s as
Americans became politically conservative, a rise in moral panic and white angst facilitated a push against
counterculture movements (For further discussion, see Lillian Faderman, Odd Girls and Twilight Lovers: A
History of Lesbian Life in Twentieth-Century America, (New York: Penguin Books); , Elizabeth Kennedy
and Madeline D. Lapovsky, Boots of Leather, Slippers of Gold: The History of a Lesbian Community,
(New York: Penguin Books), 1993.
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noticed that studies that focus on LGBTQ life are not nuanced or diverse in their content
(Faderman 1992; Kennedy and Davis 1993; Chauncey 1994; Howard 1997). These works
address the experiences of white middle-class homosexual men, white middle-class
lesbians, or both (Newton 1993; Cohen 1997; Reed 2003; Nash 2006). They exclude
people of color and reinforce the belief that queerness is essentially white, which in turn
confirms the belief that only white queer histories are legitimate or valuable (Herring
2010). Earlier I asked: What are these spaces, and where are they? In answering these
questions, I attempt to merge the public record with private transcripts and create a new
narrative that documents the contributions of the latter.
No simple blueprint for how to conduct this type of work exists. As a result, the
methods employed in this study were not clear-cut. In the process of locating the “Where
of Blackness,” I used a variety of methods to help me identify how African American
lesbians created, nurtured, and maintained islands of belonging in Atlanta. My methods
constantly fluctuated. I used surveys and short interviews for the pilot study, but I
eventually changed to participant observation and archival research toward the end of my
research. I ultimately came to realize that my population was not locked in place—and
therefore that my methods had to be flexible to properly document these spaces and the
interactions within them.
Pilot Study
I conducted a pilot study from January to April 2009 in Lexington, Kentucky, and
Atlanta. The purpose of this pilot was to simulate a study that would examine how
LGBTQ people defined spaces of belonging and acceptable queer geographies. To this
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end, I posed the following research questions: 1) How do gay men and women claim and
occupy public space?; 2) How does Southern heritage influence the performance of
gayness? These questions and findings provided the foundation for my dissertation
research and conceptualized the process of place-making by LGBTQ people in the larger
study.
I selected Lexington for my pilot because I resided in the city at the time. It had a
moderate to large gay population that was readily accessible, and I could easily engage in
participant observation at a local LGBTQ bar.4 I chose Atlanta because it would be where
the dissertation study would be located, and I had access to a small sample of African
American lesbians who lived there and could participate in a small survey. Lastly, both
Lexington and Atlanta are Southern cities and representative of Southern culture.
In my pilot study, I used participant observation and semi-structured interviews.
The first stage of the study consisted of participant observation. I gained access to
members of the gay community by visiting the Bar Complex, a LGBTQ establishment
located in downtown Lexington. Since I was researching a sexual minority that is not
easily identifiable, I initially chose bars as my primary sites of research. For LGBTQ
communities, certain designated spaces have been demarcated as queer safe zones or
islands of belonging. As private and public spaces, they are instrumental for
4

Prior to conducting this pilot, I had not engaged in any types of research related to the LGBTQ
community. However, as an out lesbian who worked as both a volunteer, and facilitator for LGBTQ
organizations in Atlanta, Georgia, I assumed I possessed a certain insider privilege. However, as will be
detailed later in this chapter, there were multiple barriers that prevented me from gaining complete access
to certain spaces. For further discussion on insider/outsider privilege see Katie Kerstetter, “Insider,
Outsider, or Soewhere in Between: The Impact of Researchers' Identities on the Community-Based
Research Process,” Journal of Rural Social Sciences 27, (2012): 99–117; Michael LaSala et al, “LGBT
Faculty, Research, and Researchers: Risks and Rewards,” Journal of Gay & Lesbian Social Services,
(2008),
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understanding the development of queer sociocultural spaces. Having lived in and visited
other cities, I was familiar with the impact that bars and other queer establishments have
on the emergence of LGBTQ identity formation and their influence as centers of gay life.
I also selected bars because scholars have argued that these venues are a
fundamental part of gay social life (Weightman 1980; Kennedy and Davis 1993). This
proved to be different in Atlanta, but it was accurate in Lexington. Located on a major
street with Lexington, the Bar Complex could be considered an anomaly. However, its
ability to operate in a primarily heterosexual space could be attributed to the mixed crowd
that the bar (previously the Gilded Cage) attracts. During my study, I attended events
there on weekends and occasionally during the week. While engaged in research, I made
notes on my observations and created a codebook of themes related to my work in
general.
My goal was to search for information that extended beyond datasets and axis
points in favor of records that “unearth…the layers of meaning attached to daily life”
(Herbert 2000, 556). This flexible or elastic approach to methodology was vital to a
project that evolved incrementally from a study that mapped intersections and a
collection of personal experiences to one that incorporated a socio-historical study of
place-based identities.
During this time of the pilot study, I used venue-based sampling. As a sampling
frame, it provides places and times that are convenient and accessible for respondents at a
location that is comfortable (Muhib et al. 2001). These places are important because they
provide a sense of familiarity and comfort for marginalized groups that might be
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suspicious in other environments. This research could not be performed using traditional
sampling methods that do not fully identify “groups whose relatively small size,
residential dispersion, and experiences with stigma make them difficult to reach” (Steuve
et al. 2001, 922). This is not to say that these methods were without problems. Using
venue-based sampling may lead to an excess of LGBTQ people who participate in
LGBTQ culture or possess some bias (Meyer and Wilson 2009). Upon completing my
participant observation, I decided to alter my study and solicit semi-structured interviews
from contacts that I had in Atlanta.
I conducted interviews between April and August 2009. I used a snowball sample
to identify a group of eight African American women living in Atlanta who identified as
lesbians and agreed to participate in semi-structured interviews (Cannon, Higginbotham,
and Leung 1988; Kaufman and Johnson 2004; see also Table 3-1). The women were
given 26 open-ended questions that explored their familial backgrounds, social class,
religious status, sexual and racial identities, and experiences in Atlanta (see Appendix C).
The interviewees were contacted through my social networks and other contacts that
resided in Atlanta or knew people who lived there (Kaufman and Johnson 2004). This
form of sampling is frequently used in LGBTQ communities and reflects the benefit of
having social networks associated with the target population (Harry 1986; Meyer and
Wilson 2009).
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Table 3-1 Participants in the Pilot Study

Name

Age

Sexual
Orientation

Occupation

Origin

Azola Barnes
26
Queer
Graduate Student
TN
Ana Johnson
25
Lesbian
Marketing/PR
SC
Tina Johnson
27
Lesbian
Human Resources
NJ
Taren Perry
26
Queer
Film Maker
CA
Kim Davis
33
Lesbian
Professor
TN
Emily Cutler
23
Queer
College Student
PA
Joy Hamilton
33
Lesbian
Researcher
NC
Kennedy Lee
31
Queer
Writer
NV
Note: Participants in this study were assigned pseudonyms to protect their identities.

Years
Living
in the
Atlanta5
6
2
1
4
8
4
4
7

Although the initial sample was small, I found the pilot sample valuable because
the qualitative nature of this research required a deeper degree of inquiry. By using a
qualitative approach, I was attempting to quantify space and understand how these
communities developed outside of the white gaze (Keylock and Dorling 2004).
These interviews enabled me to collect personal information from respondents
and obtain qualitative data that would enrich the observations that I made in Lexington.
While the pilot group’s demographics only partially reflected the population in Atlanta,
the participants did provide me with the opportunity to test my interview questions and
mimic fieldwork. I ultimately began to understand that many of the people who I was
interviewing did not consider the club/bar atmosphere to be an essential component of
their lives; it was instead an occasional space that they used for leisure fun.
5

Column indicates years that participant lived in Atlanta. “PR” which stands for primary resident indicate
those residents who were born in Atlanta.
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Upon completing my pilot study, I felt that I needed more participants to make the
larger dissertation study valid. Perhaps it was my own insecurity regarding collecting
data while “hanging out.” While I understood the value of qualitative methods in relation
to my population, I was intimidated and somewhat lost. In a study of Italian immigrants,
sociologist William Foote Whyte mirrors the anxiety that I felt while embarking on this
research: “Sometimes I wondered whether just hanging out on a street corner was an
active enough process to be dignified by the term ‘research’; I wondered whether I should
be asking questions” (Whyte 1994, 72). This doubt continued once I moved to Atlanta for
my fieldwork.
From the start, I envisioned gathering data from a series of focus groups. When
my dissertation committee asked me how I planned to recruit participants, I assumed that
my insider status as an African American lesbian would automatically open doors for me.
However, after numerous attempts to recruit women and coordinate schedules and
locations, it became apparent that a focus group would not provide me with the data that I
was seeking. I eventually recognized that working with a marginalized population would
require some flexibility in relation to how I studied and approached it. I chose a mixed
method qualitative approach to ensure that in addition to capturing the material spaces, I
would also be able to document the personal cartographies of African American lesbians.
These methods are essential for research involving black women, as Few, Stephens, and
Arnett argue:
The use of qualitative methods, particularly interviews or narrative documents,
has been instrumental in informing researchers of the various dynamics that shape
sexuality, race, and gender interactions. Qualitative research is rooted in a
phenomenological paradigm, holding that reality is socially constructed through
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individual or collective definition of the situation. Thus the analysis of the
phenomenon being studied (e.g., intimate violence or sexual assault) is not
analyzed separately from reality as it is experienced by Black women. (Few,
Stephens, and Rouse-Arnett 2003)
In writing my dissertation, I conflated the way in which place, blackness, and
sexuality collide. The spaces of belonging that I attempted to document did not evolve
arbitrarily but were constructed through a multitude of actions initiated by social actors.
With this in mind, I used ethnographies, semi-structured interviews, participant
observation, and historical archives to help construct this unseen world.
The use of qualitative methods in geography is nothing new, although scholars in
the field have often felt the need to justify their legitimacy (Herbert 2000; Crang 2002;
Herbert 2010). While qualitative methods do not rely strictly on numbers and black-andwhite data, they do provide an interior view into a phenomenon that is not easy to
document (Bernard 2000; Babbie 2004). However, the richness of information provided
by qualitative inquiry provides a deeper understanding of not only place-making but also
the power dynamics that take place within the landscapes in question. In fact, the process
of locating these black queer geographies involved uncovering the practices, meanings,
symbols, and organizations vital to these spaces—a process that is at the core of
geography. As geographer Steve Herbert writes,
Humans create their social and spatial worlds through processes that are
symbolically encoded and thus made meaningful….Because ethnography
provides singular insight into these processes and meanings, it can most brightly
illuminate the relationships between structure, agency and geographic context.
(2000, 550)
Since the current work is interested in understanding how African American
lesbians both create and claim space in Atlanta and how these spaces facilitate belonging,
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detailing the everyday experiences of this population (including barriers I faced as the
researcher) are fundamental for understanding the larger project.
The Research Sites
In pursing this research, it was essential that I understood how white queer
geographies and black queer geographies differ. Instead of remaining tethered to the gay
imaginary in which the city and gay community act as “beacons of tolerance,” African
American LGBTQ people have created spaces that work in opposition to queer white
patriarchies (Weston 1998, 40). For African American lesbians, the continued exclusion
from the queer palimpsest that is marked as white created a need to develop spaces and
organizations that support their blackness and their sexual orientation. This was a
common practice among black lesbians who entered “the life” from the late 1960s until
the early 1990s.6 As the population became more visible to the public and circuit parties,
conferences, poetry readings, and reading groups replaced house parties, these spaces
transformed into spaces of pleasure and identity formation and symbols of pride. While
many of these places were temporary, the women infused them with cultural markers and
meanings that reflected their identities. In return, these spaces also shaped the women’s
personal cartographies and influenced how they perceived queer space.
While these geographies were celebratory and empowering, they were also
concealed from the naked eye. Prior to and during my fieldwork, the location of specific
black queer spaces often eluded me. When I searched for black lesbian clubs or events,
the listings typically featured spaces with locations that changed weekly. In some cases,
6

In the life is a term used to describe ones’ involvement in the LGBTQ community.
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events would be concealed in vagueness or spread through word of mouth. In this way,
the events were hidden in plain sight and inaccessible to outsiders who were not in the
know. Despite living in Atlanta and being a member of the black LGBTQ community, I
found these personal cartographies difficult to penetrate.
Prior to moving to Atlanta—namely from March to July 2010—I solicited
participants for interviews and focus groups. At the start of this project, I was excited. I
had several leads from friends and social networks and the response rate from the women
I contacted was somewhat positive at the beginning. Once I attempted to set up a meeting
in person, however, I was met with resistance and trepidation. The women who agreed to
participate in this study provided half-committed responses and promises of future
meetings. Besides being frustrating, this also made me feel hopeless. I was even reluctant
to start my fieldwork due to the few participants that I had recruited. My excitement
slowly turned into bitterness. I ultimately decided to start my fieldwork only in Atlanta,
as I assumed that meeting people for the project in person would be easier than recruiting
people online.
Upon moving to Atlanta in August 2010, I selected multiple sites throughout the
city to recruit participants and to make observations. I initially chose Midtown, a
neighborhood that has historically served as Atlanta’s geographic center of LGBTQ life
as the primary site for this study (Howard 1997; Chenault and Braukman 2008;
Adriaennsens 2011). Midtown has many of the same features as the Castro in San
Francisco and Greenwich Village in New York City, which provided some air of

69

legitimacy (Fortier 2001; Howe 2001; Armstrong and Crage 2006; see Figure 3-3).7 In
the first stages of my fieldwork, I attended events at various LGBTQ bars and nightclubs,
a bookstore, and other public spaces known to attract queer populations.
To locate gay establishments that were still in operation, I searched social media
and read publications targeted at the LGBTQ community.8 I also found fliers for LGBTQ
events at some of the establishments that I visited. After I overcame the initial
awkwardness of hanging out at these sites, I assumed that attracting participants would be
easy. However, the few black women I met were reluctant to talk about a study or
participate in academic work during their leisure time.

7

After some time, I realized that I was focused on gathering an extensive list of places which met a
predetermined definition of acceptable queer space, which contradicted part of the rationale for this project.
Consequently, I realized that I was utilizing the same metronormative definitions that this dissertation set
out to challenge.
8
Some of these fliers were readily available through publications such as Southern Voice, a bi-weekly
periodical. Other publications came from archival collections from 1980s-2000.

70

Figure 3-3 Map of Midtown and Surrounding Neighborhoods. Source: Environs Real
Estate 2017.
After a few months, I broadened the geographic boundaries of my study to
include spaces outside of Midtown. I did this for two reasons. First, while earlier studies
of the population of interest have continuously stressed the importance of nightclubs and
bars in LGBTQ culture, I found that these leisure spaces were often exclusionary
(Weightman 1980; Harry 1986). The people who frequented venues in Midtown were
overwhelmingly white and affluent, and most of the clubs were marketed toward gay
men. In addition, I wanted to gather a diverse sample that was not overrepresented by
people who visit nightclubs.
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Secondly, several of the people who expressed interest in this study did not live or
socialize in Midtown exclusively. Unlike Lexington, Atlanta had a plethora of places
outside of bars and nightclubs where LGBTQ people could gather. These spaces could
not be located via a search engine or on a map. This was a key moment in my research, as
I came to the realization that informal networks and private spaces served as primary
centers of black queer belonging (Thorpe 1996; Johnson 2008). Once I located various
sites that could provide an appropriate sample, I continued soliciting participants for my
study. The process was not simple even after I located additional sites, and I met with
more roadblocks during the interviews.
Interviews
I originally intended to interview 50–60 women in the Atlanta Metropolitan area.
I had to use an availability sample because after months of recruiting efforts, I still could
not get enough research participants. Because of the low sample number, I employed
venue-based sampling to obtain participants and secure locations for participant
observation.
Time-space sampling methods provide an alternative to traditional probability and
non-probability sampling methods. TSS techniques seek to recruit respondents in
places and at times where they could reasonably be expected to gather and ask
them about their experiences within the place or space. The space or venue
affords convenient access to the target population. Researchers are not limited to
gathering data exclusive to activities occurring within the venue, although the
venues do act as screeners in identifying potential respondents. (Muhib et al.
2001, 217)
A large segment of the venues and sites in the current study represented the
experiences of black middle-class lesbian life. While I had hoped to access more
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working-class communities and participants, my own positionality and contacts made this
segment of the community difficult for me to locate.
For the interview section of this project, I recruited participants from 1) venues
that had a history of promoting LGBTQ activities and events (including nightclubs,
feminist- and gay-owned bookstores, and college organizations); 2) public spaces that
were informally adopted by the black gay community; and 3) and private spaces (such as
house parties and private gatherings) that I located through my professional and personal
networks. This target population was also chosen because it represents a cross section of
black women who had come into “the life” during a time when LGBTQ identities were
viewed as deviant and those who had grown up in an era in which homosexuality was
normalized. Due to these factors, there is an over-representation of women who are
actively involved in the gay community and other aspects of gay life. However, it likely
that my sampling methods limited my access to larger groups of participants for
interviews; I later attempted to remedy this issue through participant observation.
During my recruiting efforts for this project, I met people at events who expressed
some interest in participating. We would talk over email and set up a time to meet, but
they would cancel at the last moment. In other cases, I met potential participants and
provided them with an elevator speech that touched on the highlights of my project. They
would appear interested and enter into a conversation regarding the larger research and
even share some of their experiences. After the excitement had built up, the following
interaction would occur:
Researcher: I really enjoyed our conversation. You have so much insight and I
could really use your voice in my project. Could we talk at a later date…?
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Interviewee: (looks sheepish) I don’t think I should talk about those things. I
mean, I told you because I identify with you and your work, but I don’t want you
to use what I told you. That’s between us.
Despite knowing that their identities would be protected, these women were not
interested in participating. I argue that this protective view was adopted by many of these
women to shield their interior lives and the secrets that they had guarded for so long
(Hine 1989). It did not matter that I was a black woman or a lesbian. I was a stranger.
In addition to general distrust, I found that my social class and educational
background also limited to whom I could or could not speak. For instance, some of the
contacts that I made in Atlanta had working-class backgrounds and their work schedules
prevented them from meeting me at certain times. My interaction with these women was
also precarious as my demeanor was perceived as being “boogie”; in other words, it was
assumed that I was using my research to make a romantic connection.9 These types of
blockades had a large impact on the project as I came to realize that class distinctions
would play a large role in the spaces that I was examining. At the same time, an inability
to locate dependable people who were willing to participate in my work even when they
recognized its importance continued to be a problem.
It took almost three years for me to obtain an appropriate sample size for this
project. I attempted to identify an adequate sample of participants for interviews to help
me collect data that would provide insights into black lesbian life in Atlanta. The
diversity in the women’s ages does not account for the differences in their socioeconomic
9

Bougie is a colloquium which describes a bourgeoisie, middle class person. While no interviewee called
me this directly, my clothes, gender performance and description of work was sometimes met with
condensation. Furthermore, I was often forced to take someone from that community to act as a guide for
people in this community to speak to me. Due to my feminine presentation, I believe that many women
especially those who defined themselves as masculine, felt as if my research was questionable.
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status, however, as I found that a large segment of this population represents middle- to
upper-class women—which reflects my own positionality and access as a researcher.10I
searched for participants who met the following criteria:
1. An African American woman;
2. Self-identified as lesbian, gay, or queer;
3. Presently residing in Atlanta or lived in the city for a three- to four-year
period between 1970 and 2004; and
4. At least 21 years old.
Participants who agreed to be interviewed were given a consent letter regarding
their participation in the research that outlined the study’s ethical and moral expectations.
I interviewed each participant at a site that was convenient for her. Brief biographies of
all participants along with their pseudonyms are presented in Table 3-2. While the
population was initially intended to reflect the socioeconomic diversity of black lesbian
communities, the sample was predominately comprised of middle- and upper-class
college graduates. The tendency to interact with or reside in public and private spaces
with people who reflect one’s own background often affects research.
When I first visited Atlanta during the preliminary stages of this fieldwork, I was
met with two types of reaction: suspicion and nonchalance. Many of the women who
were unfamiliar with the research community were reluctant to participate or speak to me
openly regarding their experiences. A general mistrust of “outsiders” exists, even when

10

As I carried out this research it became apparent that social class would play a dominant role in this
study.
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the researcher has some similar qualities (Watters and Biernacki 1989; Meezan and
Martin 2009). Marginal groups that have historically been disenfranchised by
institutional discrimination frequently do not trust researchers despite sharing racial,
class, or other socioeconomic characteristics (Few, Greene 1994; Bowleg 2008).
While I was attempting to solicit participants for interviews, I entered into a
partnership with the Auburn Avenue Research Library on African American Culture and
History (AARL). My introduction to the resources at the AARL was facilitated by
Wesley Chenault, an archivist there whom I contacted after reading a book that he cowrote on LGBTQ histories in Atlanta (Chenault and Braukman 2008). He introduced me
to Carrie Williams, an African American lesbian and the Director of the AARL’s
Archives Division. Both of these individuals and their connections proved invaluable. In
addition to recommending local archival collections in the city, they created an informal
workspace for me to conduct my research.
Table 3-2 Biographical sketches of Atlanta-based interviewees
Name

Age

Jeshawna
Andrews
Helen
Baxter
Duncan
Chenault
Samantha
Frasier
Sean Frasier
Jessica
Jackson

25

Sexual
Orientation
Lesbian

Occupation

Origin

College Student

TX

Years Living
in the Atlanta11
4

54

Gay

Archivist

GA

Entire life

43

Gay

Archivist

TN

8

55

Lesbian/PR

Preacher

SC

23

45
52

Lesbian
Lesbian

Party Promoter
Photographer

FL
GA

15
Entire life

11

Column indicates years that participant lived in Atlanta. “PR” which stands for primary resident indicate
those residents who were born in Atlanta.
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Anna Jarvis
Keri Jarvis
Lisa
Johnson
Monica
Johnson
Lyndsey
Jones
Kelly Lowe
Tiffany
Magwood
Henri
McTerrI
Natasha
Brownley
Laura
Andrews
Nicole
Nichols
Takia
Owens
Brooke
Peace
Catherine
Scott
Patricia
Scott
Claudine
Simpson
Bobbie
Spencer
Duncan
Teague
Craig
Washington
Carrie
Williams

30
37
45

Queer
Lesbian
Lesbian

PhD Student
Accountant
Attorney

GA
PA

22

Lesbian

College Student

PA

3

27

Queer

PhD Student

GA

Entire life

31
30

Lesbian
Lesbian

FedEx Driver
Paralegal

NC
KY

9
10

57

Gay Male

Retired

AL

26

36

Lesbian

Researcher

NC

7

42

Lesbian

Editor

36

Queer

Writer

CA

12

33

Lesbian

NJ

4

38

Lesbian

Corporate
Recruiter
HR Manager

SC

1

56

N/A

Factory Worker

TN

20

58

Lesbian/Dyke Activist

GA

Entire life

46

Lesbian

Artist

AL

20

38

Lesbian

Executive

CA

1.5

56

Gay Male

Preacher/Archivist OK

28

45

Gay Male

HIV Activist

NY

18

40

Lesbian

Archivist

GA

10

GA

LA

25
0
6

10

As the AARL is a depository for African American lesbian and gay collections,
Wesley and Carrie were also able to integrate my work into programs and initiatives that
were already in existence. For instance, I secured several oral history interviews for their
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collection and participated in campaigns to raise awareness about the African American
Gay and Lesbian Print Culture at the AARL. In addition, Wesley and Carrie used their
personal connections to introduce me to more people than I could have met on my own.
The connections that I made through my affiliations with the AARL were the
most significant factor in the success of my research for this project. Since I was given a
physical space at a well-known local institution, I was viewed with more legitimacy. As a
doctoral candidate who was undertaking research on a population that is suspicious of
outsiders, I carried no influence with my credentials alone. I had lived outside of Atlanta
for more than six years, and my friends and associates had relocated to other cities. I had
reentered Atlanta as a stranger. This was at times shocking to me, especially considering
my own status as an African American lesbian. This did not mean that all doors were
closed to me, rather that I had to pursue other means to meet potential participants for my
study.
Even when I was not living in Atlanta, I was part of an online community that
consisted of lesbian and bisexual women who resided in the city. In addition, my social
network included graduate students and other scholars who worked on LGBTQ issues
and helped me to identify sites and participants for the full study. In fact, when I was
conducting the semi-structured interviews, the participants exhibited a feeling of ease
(see Table 3-2). This could be attributed to the knowledge that I was not merely a
stranger asking them questions, but a friend of friend who had pre-approval. In this way,
my legitimacy was tied to my relationship with the mutual party, who is known as a
gatekeeper. This also affected the completion rates of the interviews, as each respondent
78

may have felt a personal linkage to my work due to her relationship with our mutual
connection. Scholars have argued that a space exists between outsider and insider status,
where “researchers’ identities, cultural backgrounds, and relationships to research
participants influence how they are positioned within that space” (Kerstetter 2012, 1).
During this research, I found myself alternating between insider and outsider depending
on the interviewee and environment.
As a research associate with the AARL, I was also able to network with people in
the black gay community who could serve as gatekeepers. In Atlanta, this mattered.
However, this did not mean that I did not face other issues in conducting this research.
Gatekeepers and Positioning Oneself in the Project
In African American communities, a communal sense of belonging frequently
amounts to someone referring to another as family or cousin, even if the individuals are
not biologically related. This sense of fictive kinship was a large part of this research
project, due largely not only to the population but also to the region in which it was
undertaken. In locating this project in a Southern city, I had to enact certain performances
as a researcher to gain access to gatekeepers. As academics, we are typically drawn to
topics that hold meaning for us; however, our personal connections to the research need
not make us weak or vulnerable researchers. Kim England echoes this sentiment, writing
that “the positionality and biography of the researcher play[ed] a central role in the
research process, in the field as well as in the final text” (England 1994, 87).
One of the first “breaks” in my fieldwork occurred when I met with Duncan
Teague, an activist in both the white and black LGBTQ communities. After numerous
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attempts to contact people within the black gay community over the telephone or through
email, I was granted an interview with Duncan.12 My status as a graduate student, former
resident of Atlanta, and researcher at the AARL did not matter; I had to rely on my
personal connections at the AARL to secure a meeting with Duncan.
I met Duncan at his home in a Decatur, Georgia, a suburb six miles east of
Atlanta. I dressed formally, as if I were going to church, and brought him a cake that I
had baked the evening before. His home was a large craftsman bungalow that he and his
partner had restored and extended over a period of years. He invited me inside and we sat
down on the screened veranda overlooking his spacious backyard. Before I outlined my
research and the purpose of this meeting, we talked about familial ties and backgrounds.
One of the first questions that he asked was “Where are your people from?” While this
question could be perceived as intrusive or even a casual way to become familiar, it is a
question that I hear frequently when interacting with people in the South. It is part of a
mental mapping and in some ways facilitates a bonding of sorts. “Where are your people
from?” or more commonly “Who are your people?” alludes to a common understanding
that as black people we are all mutually linked by shared experiences (Stack 1996;
Harris-Perry 2011; Robinson 2014).
I would argue that my own identity as a Southern-raised, middle-class African
American lesbian who formerly lived in Atlanta also provided me a connection that went

12

I conducted in depth interviews which started with open ended questions, but allowed the researcher the
option to create a more intimate interaction with respondent and to provide more detailed information. For
further discussion on interviews and ethnographic methods, see Crabtree, Willaim L. Miller and Benjamin
Crabtree, “Depth Interviewing,” Doing Qualitative Research, (Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications), 1999;
Margaret D. LeCompte, Jean J. Schensul, and Stephen l. Schensul, Essential Ethnographic Methods:
Observations, Interviews, and Questionnaires, (Walnut Creek: Altamira Press), 1999.
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beyond my general research. While this narrative may appear to be contrite, it illustrates
the social element involved in gaining access to some black communities. Few, Stephens,
and Rouse-Arnett describe their protocol for conducting interviews:
…in addition to technical preparations for data collection, we made personal
preparations. We consciously dressed according to the social location of our
informants to downplay possible differences in our social locations. Clothing,
hairstyles, makeup, and personal adornment make political statements that are
deeply rooted in the African American experience, as these are cultural
expressions, artifacts, and cues that influence the tempo of the informantresearcher. (Few, Stephens, and Rouse-Arnett 2003, 207)
Despite being a stranger in Atlanta, my identity as a lesbian did help in certain
situations—especially in environments where my educational pedigree and status as a
PhD candidate served as a marker of status (Mullings 1999). Moreover, having a
gatekeeper was essential to help me locate not only people but also spaces (Harry 1986;
Herbert 2000). Through key informants and personal contacts, I was able to frequently
attend events marketed at black middle-class lesbians and gay men.13 These events were
normally held at Spelman College, Charis Books and More, or Outwrite Bookstore. Arts
and cultural festivals held at Piedmont Park also provided me an opportunity to meet
women for this project.
The Historic Transcript: Archives and Oral Histories
In investigating the historical and cultural landscapes of Atlanta, I also had to find
and gain access to archives, photographs, and maps. These archives provided answers to

13

During my fieldwork, it would be common for me to see a certain category of women at various social
and cultural events. These women consisted of graduate students, public scholars, professors, and queer
activists who were middle class, affluent and extremely educated. Many of these women were alumna of
Spelman College, the historically black women’s college or attended Emory University for graduate
studies. These women also very active in LGBTQ activism initiatives and feminist politics. In Chapter Six,
I will examine the interplay between social class, race, and sexuality.
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questions that were difficult to answer through personal interactions. While the gay
community in Atlanta is less prominent than similar communities in San Francisco and
New York City, I did locate some resources through the AARL. Prior to working with
these documents, I had not really considered employing archives as a primary source for
this project. My use of archives was limited to Sanborn Fire Insurance maps, historic city
maps, and old newspaper clippings. As a historical geographer, I understood the power of
the archive—but as a cultural geographer who studied LGBTQ spaces, I was somewhat
conflicted. How would I use archive materials to study marginal communities in the
American South? Nevertheless, happenstance led to two events that changed the direction
of my research. First, I read George Chauncey’s Gay New York: Gender, Urban Culture,
and the Making of the Gay Male World, 1890–1940 (1994) and several works by
historian John Howard on post-War II gay culture in Atlanta.14 Second, I found two
collections at the AARL that were particularly valuable: the Duncan Teague Collection
and the African American Gay and Lesbian Print Culture Collection. Both collections
include artifacts, periodicals, photographs, and oral histories from African American
LGBTQ people who lived in Atlanta during the time of this study. These resources
ultimately helped me to develop a more nuanced project that acknowledged missing
segments of the landscape that hold “intense cultural significance which the uninitiated
pass by” (Cosgrove 1989, 124). In The Practice of Social Research, Babbie defines units
of analysis as “those things we examine in order to create summary descriptions of all
such units and to explain the differences among them” (Babbie 2004, 94). Maps and
14

While both historians focused on gay, white men their work was instrumental in their approach to
archival research and methodology. Their use of public records like: police reports, fliers, print publications
and personal correspondences helped map out the hidden gay world. It also revealed the hidden transcript
of queer geographies.
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photographs are classified as units of analysis, or more specifically as social artifacts, and
using them allowed me to understand how certain areas of Atlanta looked in the past (see
Table 3-3).

Table 3-3 List of Archival Research Sites
Repository Name
Lesbian Herstory Archives
The Atlanta History Center
(Kenan Research Center)
The Auburn Avenue Research
Library on African American
Culture and History

Location
Brooklyn, NY
Atlanta, GA
Atlanta, GA

Collection(s)
African Ancestral Lesbians Periodical
Collection
Atlanta Lesbian and Gay History Thing
Papers and Publications, 1957–1994
• African American Gay and
Lesbian Print Culture Collection
• African American LGBT Oral
History Project
• Shirlene Holmes Collection
• Aida Rentas Papers
• Duncan Teague Collection
• Historical Black Newspapers
Collection

The Second Time Around: Searching for Answers in a Data Mine
My insecurity regarding these research methods led me to create a web-based
survey in May 2011. It was my hope that including a survey would substantiate my
ethnographic research and provide me with a larger response rate. Due to the sensitive
nature of my research, many participants were not open to meeting me in person for
formal interviews or focus groups; I therefore employed the Internet as an additional
resource. The first survey was launched on Surveymonkey.com, a secure, web-based
platform. I posted an advertisement on Craigslist, stating the objectives of my research
and soliciting participation from interested parties. I also submitted the same link and
information to listservs that access the targeted population. All Internet
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advertisements/surveys/links included a consent letter for potential participants in case
they had questions or concerns. Ultimately, all of these methods were vital to help me
maintain the integrity of the project (Fox, Murray, and Warm 2003). The study relied
heavily on social media and other resources found through the Internet to generate
interest in the work (see Appendix D). The population was intended to be 60–80
participants, but the actual dissertation study only included 28 women.
My purpose for using the survey method is twofold. First, surveys provide a safe
space for those women who may not be completely “out” or comfortable disclosing their
sexual orientation in a room full of strangers. Second, the Internet has created a “virtual
community” that is accessible to gay women who might feel socially isolated or
ostracized when disclosing their sexual orientation (Hash and Spencer 2009, 239). Other
research methods that might employ more invasive and timely techniques are frequently
ill equipped to deal with marginalized individuals who have often been rendered invisible
in work on LGBTQ people. As Mignon Moore notes in connection with a study of black
lesbians in New York City, “there are populations that traditional methods of data
gathering will not capture, and the black lesbian community is such a group” (Moore
2006, 121).
Using surveys enabled me to gain insight into how African American lesbians’
geographies have been influenced by their ability to negotiate their multiple identities
(e.g., race, gender, class, sexuality) in spaces that might exclude them. When I created
my survey during the summer of 2011, I used a combination of close-ended questions
with both “unordered (nominal) and ordered (ordinal) response categories” and open84

ended questions that were intended to solicit more descriptive responses (Dillman et al.
2009, 118). I developed these questions using the following techniques: 1) literature
related to sexuality and space and my own theoretical framework; 2) queries that were
brought up during interviews with lesbian and gay men in Atlanta during the summer of
2010; and 3) a previously published study of LGBT college students in the UK entitled
“Diversity and Inclusivity at University: A Survey of the Experiences of Lesbian, Gay,
Bisexual and Trans (LGBT) Students in the UK” (Ellis 2008).15 While Ellis’s article
addresses discrimination and harassment among undergraduate students in the UK,
several questions in that study’s survey were relevant measures of the variables that I
planned to explore.
The inaccessibility of some of my population made surveys and interviews vital
for completing this project. Prior to launching my study, I initiated a pilot study to test the
accuracy of my research tool. I chose an online survey as my methodology, as such
surveys have proven useful for understanding the thought processes of a population for
whom privacy and confidentiality is crucial. Choosing a survey resulted in several
advantages and disadvantages in the research process. For example, a significantly
smaller population of African American lesbians presented a limited view of the larger
African American gay community. However, using several variations of the survey
method enabled me to gain access to a wider circle of people in this community.
The survey was partially created using information that I gained from conducting
oral histories and interviews during the summer of 2010 and my theoretical framework.
15

The author of this survey and publication was contacted, and I was given permission to modify and use
this survey for this dissertation.
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The survey consisted of 46 questions, not including questions in the letter of consent at
the beginning or the question regarding interest in a person-to-person interview at the
end. I partially replicated and modified questions 33–49 from the aforementioned survey
that had been previously published in the UK (see Appendix G). These questions were
valuable in helping me create survey questions that would generate data that would help
develop critical insights into potential participants for the more extensive study.
In creating the survey, I looked for questions that would 1) screen the applicant;
2) provide background and bibliographical information; 3) measure attitudes regarding
sexual orientation identity; and 4) document how the individual perceived LGBTQ
discrimination and safety in various public and private spaces within the city of Atlanta.
For this segment of surveys, I used the web-based software Qualtrics to host and
launch my survey because it provides several options for sending a link to interested
respondents, advertising the survey, and embedding a link on social networking sites. The
general ease of creating professional and visually striking surveys also allowed me to
design surveys that would keep the respondents’ attention and thus ensure a higher
response rate (Dillman et al. 2009).
The survey is thematically divided into five parts:
1.

A consent letter indicating the intent of the research project;

2.

Screening questions;

3.

Questions concerning familial background;

4.

Questions concerning perceptions of public space; and
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5.

Questions concerning issues with harassment and discrimination.

In creating this thematic design, I took into consideration how the questions
appeared visually and the ways in which respondents might conceptualize them. My
intent was to present a series of questions that might measure the everyday experiences of
black LGBTQ people in Atlanta using a research method that was less intrusive than
soliciting their participation face-to-face. To increase my sample representation, I used
respondent-driven sampling. This was the most convenient technique, because it relied on
social networks to recruit a sample. I selected these methods primarily because my
research focused on individuals who are members of hidden populations.16 My response
rate was low, but I was able to ascertain gaps in my research methodology, make future
contacts for in-depth interviews, and collect some additional preliminary data.
Contributions of the Dissertation
This study offers a unique contribution to the study of Cultural Geographies and
Space and Sexuality within the field of Geography by identifying how the alternative
landscapes considered have become imbued with meaning by the gay women who live in
them and how Atlanta acts as a symbol for the many other African Americans who
identify as LGBTQ people. It contributes theoretically by critiquing the ways in which
black lesbians in Atlanta contextualize space. While gay men have led the urban
16

Social scientists have written about the difficulties of locating and collective date on hidden populations.
These populations are often difficult to locate and identify due to societal stigma: LGBTQ people, sex
workers, undocumented immigrants and the homeless. (For further discussion on Sampling Issues and
Hidden Populations, see Douglas D. Heckathorn, “Respondent-Driven Sampling: A New Approach to the
Study of Hidden Populations,” Social Problems 44 (May 1997), 174-199; Ilan H. Meyer and Patrick A.
Wilson, “Sampling Lesbian, Gay, and Bisexual Populations,” Journal of Counseling Psychology 56 (2009),
23-31.

87

colonization movement; gay women—particularly those who are minorities—frequently
lack the economic resources to colonize a space through gentrification or real estate
ventures (Nero 2005; Newton 1993). Many of the communities that gay women occupy
instead remain unstable spaces that are always in motion and vary in scale. For instance,
the creation of a gay cluster in a certain part of town can be just as powerful as two
women holding hands on a crowded street—which is an act that can be viewed not only
as transgressive but also as transformative (Valentine 1995).
By posing the aforementioned questions, I hoped to map a portion of the African
American LGBTQ community in Atlanta and uncover places of lesbian community. As
the black gay population has remained off the radar and unmapped, these places are
rendered invisible. Nonetheless, they provide a vital resource for African American
minorities looking for a place where they belong and that they can call home (Schein
2008). These spaces often exist where the landscape becomes materialized through
discourse and memory (Lowenthal 1975; Schein 1997).
Recent monographs on queer life have privileged the North as a center of liberal
progress and sexual liberation while positioning the South as backwards, conservative,
and intolerant (hooks 1989; Chauncey 1994). These differences reappear in various
academic and non-academic discussions, where the South is viewed as rural and country
and the North is seen as urban and cosmopolitan. Even today, many Americans believe
“the notion of a ‘Southern queer’ is an oxymoron, conjuring up images of a drag queen
with a pickup truck and gun rack or of a dyke with big hair and Birkenstocks” (Smith
1997, 370). As a result, urban centers continue to dominate research in Urban and
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Cultural Geography and Queer Studies. Works such as Chauncey’s Gay New York
(1994) and Armistead Maupin’s Tales of the City (1978) paint the urban city as an
asylum from the monotony of small town America (configured as an unnamed place in
the South). Yet gay life persists in the small towns of Mississippi as well as in the new
global cities of Houston and Atlanta. In this study, using Atlanta as a site proved vital as
it is both a historic Southern city and a cosmopolitan global metropolis (Keating 2001).
By focusing on African American queer geographies, this research deconstructs the
current view of Southern gay life, which continues to be defined by Northern standards;
in doing so it captures and maps how African American lesbians claim space.
For LGBTQ people who reside in the South, a tension exists between clinging to
Southern values and cultural beliefs of their racial group and the ability to live openly as
gay men and women. Black gay Southerners find themselves in a position in which their
race and sexuality work in tandem and in opposition at the same time. In retrospect,
addressing the otherness of two marginalized groups in a place that has purged diversity
from the literal landscape is one of the tensions of this dissertation.
As I toiled with various research methods and sifted through what appeared to be
an endless collection of fieldnotes, fliers, newspaper clippings, articles, personal
correspondences, and recorded interviews, my task seemed impossible and endless. All of
these items loosely translated into a narrative on African American LGBTQ life.
Nevertheless, developing connections among the multiple pieces of this project and
creating a unified narrative did not happen concurrently or methodically. No chapters rely
critically on survey data or archives, and the interviews that I conducted do not tell the
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entire story. Ultimately, the use of participant observation proved valuable in creating a
broader narrative for this dissertation.
In the next chapter I describe the everyday experiences of African American
LGBTQ people through their voices or my own observations. As stated earlier, this
dissertation encompasses archival and ethnographic research data. For brevity, footnotes
are inserted when new study participants are introduced. Thereafter I refer to the
interviewees by their assigned pseudonyms. In other cases, participants’ names are
presented as an aside since detailed information may be as important as the broader
findings.
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Chapter 4 The Queer Palimpsest: Contested Landscapes in the Old
and New New South
As a Southerner who attempted to hide that I was from the South until my late
20s, I have always felt a conflicted relationship with this place called home. Born and
raised in Louisville, Kentucky, I saw myself as part of a colony of urbanites stuck in the
middle of nowhere. For me Louisville —with its historic neighborhoods, museums,
skyline, waterfront, and gorgeous iron-front buildings—was akin to most metropolitan
centers and not the sleepy towns that dotted the state map. We were Southern, yet we
were also urban—two ideas that seem incompatible for some (Herring 2010).
My delusions shaped me into a junior cartographer who employed my own sense
of imaginative geography as I removed Louisville from the state. Redrawing the
boundaries of local geography was reflective of my desire to, in the words of W.
Fitzhugh Brundage, “willfully recall and deliberately forget” (Brundage 2005, 5). The
legacies of chattel slavery, lynch law, sharecropping, political disenfranchisement, black
codes, and third-class citizenship served as permanent reminders that the South was the
source of so much injustice.1 The racial progress enjoyed by a modicum of African
Americans who benefited from the Civil Rights Movement could not erase the effects of
decades of systematic oppression (Riggs 1989; Massey and Denton 1993; Cashin 2004).2

1

A large portion of this work is concerned with the theme of “belonging and exclusion.” While this work
does not directly address this event, the Kentucky Derby held every May presents a great example of this
theme. Although African Americans were the first jockeys to compete and win, they largely have been
erased from the histories. In addition, as the Kentucky Derby has grown into an international event, there
has been a purposeful erasure of African Americans from the historical narrative. (See Blanford 2015).
2
These are numerous and too exhaustive to list within this study. As a black student who was enrolled in
the Jefferson County Public Schools from grades K-12 from 1980-1994, I was part of the later wave of the
desegregation movement that sought to ensure that all schools were successfully integrated. While I was
not fully aware why this mattered, I do remember conversations between my parents in which they
discussed having the right zip code so that I could attend the right school. While schools were
hypothetically integrated, there were still those magnet and gifted schools tied to certain neighborhoods.

The everyday reminders of injustice only reinforced the subordinate position of African
Americans and marginalized people in the South.
These views would change after I moved to Georgia and North Carolina, where I
developed a more nuanced understanding of the region at large. My two years in
Delaware did not place me in a post-racial or post-gay wonderland. Even though the
racism was subtle and not as apparent for the unaware, I recognized it. Many had a
general belief that migrating from the South had freed me from the hillbillies,
backwoods, and rednecks, and my expressed desire to return garnered the following
comments from my classmates: “It must have been so hard being like you are—growing
up there.” and “Do you feel safe living down there?”3
The emphasis placed on my identities (as an African American woman and
lesbian) and place (i.e. the American South) were two opposing, incompatible factors.
For outsiders, the South is a region set against the normative standards of American
identity (Jansson 2003). Writing about what he refers to as “geophobic claims,” scholar
Scott Herring notes that the region is overwhelmingly viewed as a “hotbed of hostility,
cultural and socioeconomic poverty, religious fundamentalism, homophobia, racism, and
social conservatism” (Herring 2010, 9). This permanent sense of the South as a hostile
space makes the region fodder for jokes and lampooning, as demonstrated in depictions
of the region in popular culture. This taken-for-granted view that the South is the earth’s
Therefore, my parents were vigilant about locating affordable spaces that would provide me entrance into
these schools.
3
During these interactions, I would always designate the urban nature of Louisville. However, for most
non-Southerners, Kentucky, like West Virginia, is coded as white in addition to being religiously
conservative and homophobic. Scholars continue to note the ways in which places are imagined as “white
territories,” marking all others as “out of place.” See Lipsitz 2011, Herring 2010, Sibley 1995 and
Vanderbeck 1996 for a fuller discussion.
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last bastion of incivility is exemplified in the following movie review for Sacha Baron
Cohen’s mockumentary Brüno, which featured a gay lead character and was situated
mainly in the rural South (Fortier 2001; Johnson 2006; Cox 2011).
The joke isn’t on gay people; it’s on the bigots who, when confronted with this
creation, believe he is real, and typical of gays. Baron Cohen literally risked his
life to make the point. He went to some of the most homophobic places on
earth—the refugee camps of the Middle East, and the Deep South of the US—and
behaved as a gargoyle drawn from the subconscious fears of homophobes. (Hari
2009)
For Huffington Post writer Johann Hari, Cohen’s performance was a tongue-incheek exploration of homophobia in the South. Although the film is based in a fictional
universe, Hari’s intentional comparison of the Middle East—where homosexuality is
punishable by death—to the American South—which has been constructed as a
proverbial queer combat zone—is telling. For critics such as Hari, and perhaps my
classmates, the South is a realized “third world country” that lies within the boundaries of
the nation.4 Cohen’s use of the rural South as a backdrop for satire merely reinforced the
stereotypes that the South was a hostile space.5

4

This is an example of this system of internal orientalism that was directed towards whites who resided in
Appalachia. In national depictions, they were depicted as 1) frontiersmen; 2) the deserving poor, and 3)
poor white trash. These depictions were meant to set them outside of the symbolic boundaries of America.
For further discussion on white working class culture see David R. Jansson, “American National Identity
and the Progress of the New South in National Geographic Magazine,” Geographical Review, (2003), 350369; James Klottter, “The Black South and White Appalachia,” The Journal of American History 66,
(1980), 832-849
5
When Brüno was released, the Gay & Lesbian Alliance Against Defamation (GLAAD) published a
statement challenging Baron Cohen’s characterization of gay men. This statement did not question his
portrait of Southernness or the validity of these Southern performers. However, one blog stated the
following: “While a majority of Southerners might not have attitudes about homosexuality that would be
acceptable to members of GLAAD, they also are not the hate-filled, toothless goons portrayed in Brüno. In
fact, the enraged, anti-gay rednecks in Baron Cohen's film are no more representative of all Southerners
than Brüno is of all homosexuals” Jack Hunter, Charleston City Paper, July 22, 2009.
http://www.charlestoncitypaper.com/charleston/is-branduumlno-South-a-phobic/Content?oid=1249939
(accessed October 13, 2010).

93

Both Hari and Cohen view the South as a proverbial combat zone, complete with
overzealous and archaic Southerners. Writing for the Charleston City Paper, Jack Hunter
made the following observation:
While a majority of Southerners might not have attitudes about homosexuality
that would be acceptable to members of GLAAD, they also are not the hate-filled,
toothless goons portrayed in Brüno…. But a glaring double standard remains, and
whether or not the movie Brüno contributes to homophobia will continue to be a
hotly contested debate, precisely because homosexuals are an integral part of a
now well-established, politically correct pantheon of groups who must never be
maligned, misrepresented, or made fun of. Southerners are not. (Hunter 2009)
Hunter sheds light on the uncritical way in which the South is positioned,
especially within the American imaginary. Throughout films, popular culture, and the
media, Southerners are presented as country cousins, hicks, and racists extremists.6 These
limiting images oversimplify the cultural landscapes of the South and the people who call
it home (Phelen 2001).7 Ultimately, what is the real picture of the South? And with these
contested meanings, how do African American lesbians make their imprint?
This chapter examines how place-making practices in the South create contested
meanings for LGBTQ African Americans in Atlanta (Keating 2001; Jansson 2003;
Robinson 2014). It first presents a broader examination of Southern geographies, in
particular the contested meaning of Atlanta. As Atlanta is the primary research site for
this work, its transformation from a regional hub into a black mecca and Southern queer

6

The persistent use of Southern stereotypes remains a highly lucrative and acceptable practice. Movies like
Birth of a Nation (1915), Gone With the Wind (1939), The Color Purple (1985), Mississippi Burning
(1988), A Time to Kill (1996), Ghosts of Mississippi (1996), and The Help (2011) were vital to showing
Southerners as tragic protagonists tied to the culture of the land and the tragic legacy of race relations
7
Seldom do these depictions illustrate queer black Southerners, except for a few niche characterizations
appearing on reality television. For example, when I played a clip from Bravo’s The Housewives of Atlanta,
which features an all African American cast, some of my students questioned the legitimacy of black
women embodying the role of a Southern Belle. In making this assumption, black people —especially
members of the LGBTQ community who are Southerners— are viewed as oxymorons.
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palimpsest expands the meaning of Southern and black spaces. As a major site during the
Civil Rights Movement, the host of the 1996 Summer Olympic Games, and the home of
two of the largest gay pride events in the US, Atlanta is also is seen by many as a
progressive and cosmopolitan space.8 Because the South is steeped in history and
nostalgia, longstanding perceptions of the region and actualized experiences continue to
shape the influx and exodus of its residents. Atlanta—like my own hometown of
Louisville—could be viewed as a separate territory outside of the social politics of the
South. However, despite its cosmopolitan nature and progressive politics, the city
remains conflated with the mythology that surrounds the region. In making this point, I
am arguing that because the entire South is viewed as rural and agrarian, spaces that are
metropolitan in nature are often viewed as non-Southern. Miami is an example of this:
despite its location in Florida, it is frequently viewed as an international city that has
more of a connection to Cuba than it does to North America.
The threat of racism, homophobia, or other forms of discrimination has prevented
many African Americans who lived in the American South from staying and convinced
others not to come. For these people, the South and Southern identity are uncontestably
repelling. In this chapter, I create the term escape narrative to describe the processes that
led black and queer Southerners to leave the South—“a site where trauma has been
absorbed into the landscape” (Yaeger 2000, 13). Lastly, as this chapter explicates hidden

8

Despite its urban features and characterization, outside of the South Atlanta is viewed as “insignificant” in
relation to San Francisco, Los Angeles, and New York City, those sacred centers of authentic queer life.
Outside of these, all other locations are framed as being in a cultural closet. The South in its entirety is
viewed as a literal closet. Use of the metaphor “the closet” refers to the symbolic space where one’s sexual
orientation can exist, hidden away from societal norms and judgments. Referring to the South as a cultural
closet defines the region as a symbolic space where issues pertaining to race, sexuality, and sexism are
suppressed by neoconservative ideologies that view difference as anti-democratic.
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and unhidden transcripts of black lesbian life in Atlanta, it also contests the sentimentality
and nostalgia that surround “the geographies of post-Stonewall lesbian and gay
urbanism” (Herring 2010, 16). Ultimately, the chapter challenges normative assumptions
concerning respectable and acceptable queer spaces (Howe 2001; Florida 2003; Bell and
Binnie 2004).
The Multiple Categories of the South
The South and its inhabitants have historically been represented by “white
Southern culture” and as a result placed in opposition to “black [Southerners] who [were]
deregionalized as ‘black’ or ‘African American’ ” (Yaeger 2000, xii).9 This “whitewashing” of the region permeates literary representations, films, scholarship, and various
other forms of popular culture (McPherson 2003; Harris 2009; Robinson 2014). Literary
scholar Patricia Yeager illustrates this point when she writes, “Literature by Southern
women explores a radically dislocated surface landscape filled with jagged white
signifiers and pallid detritus that bespeaks a constant uneasiness about the meaning of
whiteness,” (Yaeger 2000, 20). In the “everyday world of the white unseeing,” everyday
geographies and experiences of black life are ignored and expunged from literature—and
by extension, the minds of Southerners. Yeager goes on to write about this erasure:
We need to focus on these white citizens’ “genuine shock” at encountering a
world that they see everyday—suggesting, once again, a deliberate sequestration
of knowledge. It seems remarkable, even laughable, that white families who drive
maids home, ride through this section of town to get to church or to go to the
country, act as if they are blind to the conditions they see all the time. We tend to
think that the surface of things is less hidden than their depth. But I want to offer
this crucial idea: the things at the surface are hidden in plain sight. Their very
9

Geographer Steve Hoelscher emphasizes this point when he writes, “Whiteness’s contradictory,
simultaneous need for race to be both recognized (blackness) and unacknowledged (whiteness) has been
more apparent and well defined in the South than in any other American region” (Hoelscher, 2003, 662).
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repetition is what conceals them…a cloud of unknowing that extends over
everyday racial interactions. (Yaeger 2000, 104)
This voluntary refusal to acknowledge the visceral appearance of race, inequality, and
servitude is indicative of Southern culture and spaces more generally. It is also true for
black culture, black spaces, and black life, which are placed in the peripheries of most
white Southerners’ minds.
As the primary site for several racial injustices—including the institution of
slavery, Jim Crow Laws, lynching, and other forms of racial violence—the South
represents a complicated space for African Americans (Stack 1996; Falk and Hunt 2004;
Hoelscher 2006; Harris 2009; Wilkerson 2010). Systematically disenfranchised using
laws, social codes, and physical violence, black Southerners have been forced to support
an institution that denied them access to full citizenship (Daniel 2000; Woodward 2002;
Brundage 2005).10 Even as federal legislation ended these practices, African Americans
struggled to maintain equality. Ultimately, “the enduring presence of white memory in
the South’s public spaces and black resistance to it” remain dominant factors in how we
define the Southern past and present (Brundage 2005, 7).
In the spatial imagery of most Americans, the South is disconnected from
mainstream America (Jansson 2003; Cox 2011). Despite the region’s population gains
and emergence as an international business hub, it continues to experience a regional
bias. In an online thread on the Culture and Groups message board at Yahoo Answers
10

This does not mean that Hispanic, Asian, or Queer Southerners do not face discrimination or barriers to
assimilation in the region. Instead, I am stating that the lengthy and conflicted nature of black and white
Southerners interactions, relationships, and politics have a longstanding impact on how they see each other.
White queer Southerners have noted the ambivalence surrounding their same-sex desire but have also
documented how their differences were not excluded, just as long as they were discreet. In contrast, black
queer Southerners who are excluded by race and sexuality do not have this freedom.
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entitled, “What do Northerners think of Southerners?,” a commenter named
“eyikoluvsandy” submitted the following description of the region:
Well, where I come from, we don’t really talk about Southerners too much. I
mean, the only things we assumed were that there were a bunch of sticky areas
where the Klan hung out, and that they had a thick accent, and I think I heard one
person say they dressed funny….What I will say, though, is that the people tend
to be a bit more sheltered, and a bit more provincial. Many I know have never
owned a passport, and consider going from NC to DC a big trip. Most everyone
here is either white or black, and you tend not to run into other cultures. And if
you say you want to leave the country for whatever reason, it’s always: “what?
why?” (eyikoluvsandy 2007)
In this post, the writer uses specific terminology—the Klan and thick accents—
that reflects a racialized and classist view of the South. The commenter’s statements
allude to Southernness as an eccentric and strange characteristic that lies beyond the
normal rubric of American identity. This view of Southerners as “provincial” and
“sheltered” reinforces the imagery of Southerners as uncivilized and uncultured. The
theme of provincialism runs throughout other critiques of the region in the Yahoo
Answers thread. For example:
I agree with tallylady46, it has a lot more to do with urban and rural more so than
north vs. South. It’s just that overall, the North is more urban than the South. Not
to say that there are no rural northern areas or Southern urban areas—obviously,
that’s not true. But it's also obvious that though the South has urban areas like
Atlanta, Miami, Houston, and Dallas, none of those cities matches a place like
New York or Chicago in terms of pure urbanity and city life. (Aquemini331 2007)
This post provides an essentialist view of not only the region but also the cities
within it. Although Miami is an international destination and a cosmopolitan city with the
reputation of being New York City’s unofficial sixth borough, it is still viewed as
insignificant.

98

In both observations from this forum, the South is viewed as backwards, slow,
and definitively country. While using the word “country” is subjective, I would argue that
the South is fetishized as the home of pickup trucks, the Bible Belt, dirt roads, and
tobacco-spitting rednecks. In these descriptors, the region’s race is assumed to be white;
moreover, its religiosity marks the region as a heterosexual space. The Mason-Dixon
Line acts as a line of demarcation between modern America and an old-fashioned place
that is out of step with the rest of the country. Outside of Southern scholarship, a desire to
quantify the region’s diversity is seldom found. In fact, the “frequent slippages between
‘regional’ and ‘rural’ adopted by non-Southerners illustrates this truth” (Herring 2010,
26). Consequently, the views held by outsiders are not necessarily developed in a vacuum
but rather are built by generational narratives that come directly from Southerners.
Keri Jarvis grew up in the Germantown neighborhood of Philadelphia but
relocated to New York City as an adult. As a self-declared city girl, she rarely traveled
below Washington, DC. When asked if she had visited Atlanta, she said, “I visited once
in undergrad with my boyfriend. It seemed really slow….The people…well I don’t like
all that fake Southern politeness in the South. It seems like black people have to shuck
and jive for white people. I don’t have time for that.” Conversations with Keri about the
South were reminiscent of Aquemini331’s the previous post, in that she saw the South
not only slow as but also as racially archaic.
Keri’s reactions concerning Atlanta are interesting, since this is the only place that
she had ever visited in the South except for a business trip to Orlando. Nonetheless, she
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has familial ties to South Carolina. Her maternal great-grandmother migrated to
Philadelphia from the Jim Crow South because she was unable to find work as a nurse:
My mother’s side of the family is originally from South Carolina. My great grand
mom was trained as a nurse but found it difficult to secure a job in her profession
as a woman of color in the South. So in the early 1900s, she moved to Philly. She
later met my great grandfather at a local church she attended and they settled in a
neighborhood near Germantown and never looked back….I know I have relatives
there, but I’ve never visited and we don’t stay in touch. We never really talk about
our family down there and I’ve never really felt the desire to seek out more
information.11
When Keri speaks about her great-grandmother’s experiences in South Carolina,
an emotional disconnect exists between her own experiences as a third-generation black
northerner and those of her great-grandmother. She has no memories of her parents or
grandmother speaking of relatives in the South and does not feel the need to connect to
that part of her family tree. Through the process of resettlement and generational
assimilation into urban environments, many Southerners suppressed memories of what
they left behind. For Keri, the region holds no significant meaning or attraction; instead,
it is comprised of “rural landscape[s], which function as analogous space[s]” (Howard
2001, 63). However, I would add that the history of institutional racism experienced by
her great-grandmother influenced Keri’s perception of the South. As a black woman and
a lesbian, Keri views South Carolina and other places in the South as semi-hostile
territories where minorities are forced to assimilate or flee.
For Northerners such as Keri, the North—and I would add urban life—represent a
liberal, free, and unrestrained environment (Gaston 1970; Florida 2003). This may sound
like an antiquated concept, but the view remains valid despite the passage of time. Until
11

Keri Jarvis, personal interview, 2015.
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recently, the South played an ancillary role in comparison to LGBTQ communities on the
East and West Coasts. This is not based merely on its perceived position as a slowerpaced or less developed area; it is also based on the history of the heavily publicized
racial injustices that have occurred there. Ultimately, these historical and contemporary
views of the American South have a direct impact on what spaces are viewed as viable
and who can live in them.
Escape Narratives: Spaces of Trauma and Islands of Belonging
Hundreds of thousands of African Americans left the South during the same time
as Keri’s great-grandmother. This massive migration from the South to other parts of the
country radically “transform[ed] the form, nature, and substance of African American life
in the United States” (Massey and Denton 1993, 18). Northern and Western industrial
cities provided a sanctuary for Southern migrants who began to build new lives outside
the tyranny of the South (Riggs 1989; Griffin 1995; Harris 2009; Herring 2010).
This desire to leave the South can be examined through what I have coined the
termed escape narratives. These escape narratives relate to 1) black Southern migrants to
the post-industrial North and the West Coast; and 2) queer Southerners leaving the rural
and urban South for acceptable queer metropoles in San Francisco, Los Angeles, and
New York City.
The first escape narrative explores the migration of rural Southerners to the postindustrial North and West Coasts during the mid-20th century (Tolnay, Crowder, and
Adelman 2002; Wilkerson 2010). Denied the full benefits of citizenship and constantly
facing the threat of violence, black Southerners left the South. Yet at the same time, these
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migrants experienced feelings of ambiguity or conflict toward leaving the place that they
called home. In describing his own migration journey from Natchez, Mississippi, to
Chicago, Richard Wright wrote, “I was leaving the South to fling myself into the
unknown, to meet other situations that would perhaps elicit from me other
responses….Yet, deep down, I knew that I could never really leave the South, for my
feelings had already been formed by the South” (Wright 1966, 284). In later accounts of
this migration story, black Southerners left the region for economic opportunities.
Claudine Simpson,12 an artist from Tuskegee, Alabama, recalls the migratory patterns of
her family:
My family was part of that black Diaspora from the South to the north [searching]
for a better way of life. They moved to Waterbury, Connecticut. My father moved
with his two brothers…his brother’s uncle Junior and Eddie to Maryland,
CT….They came from Roba, Alabama and Tuskegee, Alabama and Lil Texas,
Alabama….They joined the military and went from there.13
This first escape narrative illustrates how racial oppression and the search for
economic stability forced black Southerners to shift their geographies (Harrison 1992;
Hine 1996; Woodward 2002).
In the second narrative of migration from the South, Southern LGBTQ individuals
moved to metropolitan spaces that better sustained their identities as sexual minorities
and provided them with welcoming cultural spaces. While gay men were generally
accepted and were viewed as eccentric, openly defining oneself as homosexual meant
experiencing a social death in the South (Howard 1997; Johnson 2006).14 For this second

12

Claudine Simpson, personal interview, 2010.
Claudine Simpson, personal interview, 2010.
14
There are a number of scholars who question the merit and validity of defining pre-Stonewall spaces as
inherently homophobic and hostile. Historians Pete Daniel and John Howard both wrote about the covert
13
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narrative, gay men and women living in the South uprooted themselves from families,
friends, and kinship circles due to homophobia and everyday experiences of
discrimination. Many of them constructed queer homelands in San Francisco to escape
oppression at home (Howe 2001). The ability to move to larger cities meant that LGBTQ
people could “participate in a gay world organized on a scale unimaginable in a Southern
town” (Chauncey 1994, 247). Again, the sentimentality and joy felt as a result of being
Southern was outweighed by the oppression that many gay people experienced living in
the South (Riggs 1989; Pratt 1991).
In these examples, the feeling of isolation that black and gay Southerners
experienced motivated many of them to move to other parts of the country during the
Great Migration of the mid-20th century and the Great Gay Migration of the 1970s
(Weston 1991; Cobb 1999). The experiences that they left behind were the primary
motivation for their migratory moves.
The experiences of these Southerners provide examples of barriers that
marginalized people experienced in the South, and the mythology of oppression
continues to dominate modern conceptions of Southern life and geographies for many
migrants. In defining this mythology, I am referring to the generational investment in
archetypes and stereotypes and the fetishizing of racial inequality that is presumed to be
only occurring in Southern spaces (Landes 1945). This mythology is nothing new,
historical representations of the South have always worked in opposition to American
national identity. David R. Jansson’s application of internal orientalism makes this point:
ways that gay men appropriated time and space to produce queer geographies that were undetectable to the
heterosexual eye.
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Internal orientalism would also consist of a deeply embedded tradition and
practice of representing the subordinate region as afflicted with various and
sundry vices and defects. This representational style would have an internal
consistency, a common imagery and vocabulary which writers, artists, scholars,
business leaders, and government officials all draw upon in producing their
representations of the inferior region. The latter would also be viewed as an object
for study, as rational, scientific methods and techniques are applied to study the
region’s problems with the hopes of bringing it into line with the national
standard. (Jansson 2003, 297)
As a place that supported the institution of slavery and seceded from the Union,
the South is inherently bad and unapologetically racist. Through these points, the region
is “afflicted,” possesses a “defect,” and is “inferior.” These generalized statements
highlight mainstream society’s tendency to attach specific meanings, images, and politics
to the South (Massey 1994). At the same time, they further highlight the desire of nonSoutherners to accept these images as gospel (Wilson 2000; Jansson 2003).
In 1998, a three-part series published in the Los Angeles-based The Advocate
focused on the climate of homophobia in Charlotte, North Carolina; Detroit, Michigan;
and Salt Lake City, Utah (Yeoman 1998). The byline for the first part of this story read:
“While homophobia crops up everywhere, some regions are more fertile than others”
(Yeoman 1998, 35). In this statement, The Advocate marks Charlotte (the basis for this
article) as the center of a turbulent political climate surrounding lesbian and gay issues.
Seven years later, namely in July 2005, the same publication featured a story that
described the experiences of gay families in conservative states (Griffith 2005).15 In the
sensationally titled “Escape from the Red States,” The Advocate paints a bleak picture of
an exclusionary space that is dominated by conservatism and antigay rhetoric (Griffin

15

Janine Kirchgassner, 45, and Julia Robertson, 43, are both white lesbians and were one of two same-sex
couples covered in this article. The other featured couple was gay men, who were also white.
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2000; Burack 2008). The escape narratives of Janine Kirchgassner and Julia Robertson
focus on their struggles as a same-sex couple denied legal protections in rural Texas and
forced to relocate to Orlando, Florida. When the family moved to what they perceived as
a “more metropolitan, more liberal” Southern city, they were ultimately unable to find a
queer community that could sustain their identities as LGBTQ people (Griffith 2005,
43).16
The articles featured in these two issues of The Advocate present topics of interest
for the LGBTQ community. However, a metronormative view that privileges certain
hegemonic queer geographies seeps into the pages of this publication. This conflation of
four cities into one gay spatial imaginary denies and erases the presence of spaces viewed
as non-essential for LGBTQ life by The Advocate (Weston 1991; Herring 2010). A
general acceptance that cities such as Los Angeles, San Francisco, Chicago, and New
York City are centers of belonging and the only acceptable geographies where one can
exist as a LGBTQ person eliminates or minimizes the importance of certain spaces in the
South.
Using escape narratives and the constant indoctrination of a metronormative view,
LGBTQ people in the American South came to see that their only option for living
without penalty was to change locations. African American LGBTQ people used “mass
migration and diasporas, real and imaginary, between country and metropolis…[as the]
16

As one of the first nationally syndicated magazines marketed towards the LGBTQ community, The
Advocate is a tastemaker of homonormativity. Scott Herring writes in great length about bicoastal privilege
in which New York and Los Angeles serve as as the locus points for gay populations.(See Scott Herring’s
work, Another Country: Queer Anti-Urbanism (New York: New York University Press, 2010).This view
that all spaces in between, especially in the South, are insignificant is posited in the headliner for the article
“Southern Discomfort” which states, “While homophobia crops up everwhere, some regions are more
fertile than others” (Yeoman 1998, 35).
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primary, means of communal self-forgings” (Moon 1997, 27). When they relocated to
other places, they joined queer communities but were often forced to forfeit other parts of
their identity. However, what about those LGBTQ people who wanted to remain in the
South?
Not all gay men and women left the South for brighter pastures in the North;
some remained. Another South existed, which many Southerners flocked to and made a
site for reclamation. In Atlanta, black LGBTQ people transformed public and private
spaces in the city into islands of belonging. These places were resilient, impactful, and
instrumental in helping African Americans to affirm their identities and celebrate their
differences. Instead of “being a site of trauma” or an area comparable to the Middle East,
the American South was also a place of strength and support for some.
The first part of this chapter highlighted the historical and contemporary views on
the American South held by Southerners and non-Southerners and how these tropes have
become cemented in the national imagination of this place. Admittedly, by introducing
the escape narratives I hoped to both illustrate why some LGBTQ African Americans
chose to leave the South and demonstrate how those in power control and define the
landscape. Ultimately, escape narratives told by black Southerners and queer migrants
have come to define the region for non-Southerners.
Gay Lifestyles and Community Standards
In 1990, Atlanta was named the site of the 1996 Summer Olympic Games. This
was a great gain for a city that had suffered inter alia from economic disinvestment, white
flight, and the exodus of the black middle class during the 1980s (Rutheiser 1996;
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Keating 2001; Kruse 2005). Being the official site of the international games served as a
symbol of progress and an indication that the city would raise from the ashes. During the
next few years, several improvement programs were undertaken within the city’s core to
prepare for the influx of international tourists.17 At the same time that the Atlanta
Committee for the Olympic Games (ACOG) was developing a strategic plan for the
games, an event that would challenge the assertion that the region was progressive was
on the horizon in a nearby suburb.
In August 1993, a conflict over community standards and representation
developed in Cobb County, a predominantly white suburb north of Atlanta. After hearing
from taxpayers that a local theater was showing a play that referenced homosexuality, a
group of county commissioners initiated a resolution supporting the removal of arts
funding from all programs taking place in Cobb County (Applebome 1993). At a meeting
of the Cobb County Board of Commissioners, Gordon Wysong—commissioner from
Northeast Cobb District 3—mentioned four events that motivated him to support the
resolution: 1) gays serving in the military, 2) the legalization of gay marriage in Atlanta,
3) Atlanta serving as the possible host for the Gay Games, and 4) the 1993 March for
LGBTQ Rights in Washington (Brown 1993).18 Certain Cobb County leaders viewed all
of those realities as incompatible with the community standards of Cobb County.
Members of the commission viewed the LGBTQ population as a growing threat
to their heteronormative views. “People are fed up with having the gay agenda crammed
17

One of the most controversial parts of the pre-Olympic plans involved the demolition of public housing
projects in the city, expansion of athletic venues, and redevelopment of poor and predominately black
neighborhoods.
18
All of these events were products of local and national movements that were attempting to expand the
rights of LGBTQ people.
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down their throat and told that they can't articulate their position because it’s not
politically correct,” Commissioner Wysong declared (Applebome 1993). The arts
funding resolution was reflective of a larger desire to maintain “ ‘pure’ and homogenous
spaces, controlled environments, and predictable patterns of design and behavior” within
a fleeting Southern space (Lipsitz 2011, 29). This investment in controlled space was
central to the maintenance and development of Cobb County. The resolutions’ overt
homophobic nature mirrored the general conservative nature of suburban Atlanta. Kevin
Kruse writes about this process in White Flight: Atlanta and the Making of Modern
Conservatism:
The whites who made their homes in the suburbs of Cobb, Gwinnett, and north
Fulton counties blended together not just spatially but ideologically. The
transformation of segregationist rhetoric in the postwar era had led Southern
conservatives to reject the traditional appeals to populism and racism and instead
embrace a new middle-class rhetoric of rights and responsibilities. (Kruse 2005,
245)
Although this statement primarily focuses on the preservation of racially homogenous
spaces, the ideology mentioned reflects the same terminology used to support the antigay legislation. In the minds of this suburban population, racial and sexual minorities had
no place in Cobb County.
In January 1994, six months after the passage of the resolution, the ACOG
announced that the 1996 Olympic volleyball competition would be held in Cobb County.
What appeared to be a triumphant and celebratory announcement elicited a strong
response from members of the LGBTQ and African American communities.19 The

19

Both of these marginalized groups had experienced their own battles with the county. This was especially
true of African Americans who were systematically discriminated in housing, employment, education and
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Olympics Out of Cobb Coalition (OOCC) was formed as a consequence of the anti-gay
resolution that was passed in 1993. Led by LGBTQ activists Patricia Scott, a black
lesbian, and Jon-Ivan Weaver, a white gay male, the organization distributed informative
fliers regarding social injustices in Cobb County and spoke to media (see Figures 4-1 and
4-2). The group also connected the discrimination against lesbians and gays in the South
with the plight of South African athletes who were not allowed to participate in the
Olympics due to their country’s human rights violations. The organization’s work
eventually resulted in the relocation of the Olympic volleyball tournament to the
University of Georgia in Athens.
As demonstrated by the OOCC, marginalized people in Southern spaces are not
always victims who just endure “ongoing discrimination” (Torres 2014). In the next
section, I argue that despite exclusionary tactics and racial polarization, Atlanta works as
an island of belonging for many. The OOCC’s handouts featured a timeline of “hateful
gay legislation” and included contact information for all members of Olympic Planning
Committee.

transportation. In addition, the presence of the Ku Klux Klan and the Cobb County White Citizens council
for segregation made residing in the county rather difficult.
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Figure 4-1 The front cover of the OOCC informational flier.

Figure 4-2 The back cover of the OOCC featured a timeline of policies and resolutions.
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Making the New South
I'm confessing one more lesson from the South, we in the house tonight
Now hootie who wants to oppose? Suppose
We rolls through Headland and Delowe
Where me and my niggas would pass the flow
And got down for ours like hind catchers
My mind catches flashbacks to the black past (Outkast 1996)
In 1995, Atlanta-based rap group Outkast accepted the award for the Best Hip
Hop Duo at the Source Awards held at Madison Square Gardens in New York City.
During their acceptance speech, the mostly Northern audience of entertainers booed the
Southern newcomers as they walked onto the stage. In response to these belligerent
protests, Andre Benjamin, one half of the group. grabbed the microphone and yelled,
"I’m gon’ tell ya’ll something, the South got something to say!” The intent of these
words was powerful and meant to insert the voice of Outkast against the hegemony of
Northern rap and create a symbolic space for Southern identity, life, narratives, and
geography. This was a game-changer, as majority of the attendees and award recipients
were from urban centers such as Los Angeles and New York City. For these artists, hip
hop reflected a specific lens that highlighted how trickle-down economics, inner city
violence, and abject poverty had infiltrated these communities. In contrast, Outkast’s
Southern discography reflected a Southern palimpsest inspired by harmonic blues,
country slang, and specific references to Southern place and politics. The duo also
claimed the South and Atlanta as home. With this powerful declaration, the group
injected itself into the heavily dominated East-West Coast musical landscape and forged
the way for future southern hip-hop artists. Furthermore, as black Southerners, the
members of Outkast raised the region’s visibility and challenged assumptions concerning
111

Southern identities. In doing so, Outkast not only represented a new genre of hip hop
music; it also reflected the “readiness of some African Americans in the post-civil rights
era…to embrace their Southernness” (Grem 2006, 55).
Using Southern aesthetics, vernacular, and cadence, Outkast espouses a legibility
that is on par with conventional images of the South but also complicates current and
future definitions of the region. In writing about the New New South, I am deconstructing
these tensions and revealing a discourse connected to the black Southern urban
experience (McPherson 2003; Neal 2005). When Outkast mentioned “Headland and
Delowe,” the duo was speaking about specific streets in the predominately black
community of Southwest Atlanta and thus making a nod to the Southern city’s local
cartographies. Through its music, Outkast claimed Atlanta as a legitimate space of
unquestionable blackness. Despite the cultural investment in Old South nostalgia, I would
argue the “post-racial politics of the New South” that shaped Outkast reflect a new black
spatial imaginary (Rutheiser 1999, 321).20
This new black spatial imaginary is not only limited to music or popular culture; it
is also evidenced by the number of people who began to move to the city around the time
of the 1995 Source Awards. As Outkast began to dominate the musical charts and dethrown Northern dominance, the South’s reputation began to change. As major
corporations relocated to Atlanta due to its generous tax cuts, Gen-Xers moved to the city
in search of economic opportunities. However, this only accounts for one segment of the
population.
20

The dominance of black political leadership since the late 1970s would appear to be an indication of
progress and post-racial enlightenment. However, several scholars of Atlanta have wrote about the bi-racial
coalition that exists between white business leaders and black politicians.
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For African Americans, Atlanta held a mystique that could be attributed to the
multiple spaces of blackness that existed in the city. First, the Atlanta University Center,
the largest contiguous consortium of four historically black colleges and
universities (HBCUs) in the US, had for generations attracted generations of black
Americans to the city for college and post-graduate work—many of whom stayed upon
graduation. Second, the city was home to a large and prosperous black middle class.
Lastly, by the 1990s, the city had earned the moniker “Hotlanta” due to its large party
scene, which included several nightclubs and an annual college party called Freaknik.21
These reasons are not exhaustive, but they are prime indicators of why African
Americans chose to move to Atlanta during the 1990s.
For African American LGBTQ people, Atlanta held other attractions.22 The city
offered reasonably priced housing, a favorable job market, and several bars and
nightclubs—but LGBTQ people were also visible in various sectors.23 In addition to
these spaces, thousands of people traveled to the city to attend the annual Atlanta Black

21

What began as an informal get together and picnic for local HBCU students in 1983 eventually morphed
into an annual college street party that attracted over 250,000 visitors to the city. Predominately African
American college students would gather at various places around the city (Piedmont Park, at the AUC, and
Lenox Mall) to socialize and party. There were also basketball tournaments, film festivals and job fairs that
coincided with the event. Freaknik was often marketed the Black Spring Break due to its demographics and
received criticism for the same reasons. By 1996, police barriers and specific policies regarding the event
ensured that the popularity of the event would die. However, I insert Freaknik in this narrative because it
was a vital space of unyielding blackness which introduced many African Americans to the city
22
Through deductive reasoning, we might conclude that there was an overlap between people who attended
Freaknik or moved based on the previously listed reasons with people who identified with or the queer
community.
23
While scholars often use commercial districts, like bars and clubs as the primary measurement of gay
livability; my findings in Atlanta revealed there were several establishments which existed outside of the
typical bar and entertainment venues associated with gay culture. Through a review of businesses, I located
two bookstores, four queer friendly churches, non-profits and two choirs for LGBTQ people.
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Gay Pride celebration.24 Culminating over Labor Day Weekend, this pride celebration
featured a week-long schedule of events that not only transformed spaces but also made
the LGBTQ population more visible. The visibility of black and queer people lured
African American LGBTQ people to the city and helped them to claim spaces there.
Born in New Orleans, Laura Andrews25 relocated to Atlanta in 1995. Her move to
this city was initially prompted by conversations she had with friends who had visited
Atlanta and described it as a space of homogenous blackness. It was a city that had a
black mayor, predominately black schools, and black professionals. While Laura had
grown up in the predominately black New Orleans, that city had concentrated poverty,
high crime rates, and distressed urban neighborhoods. In contrast, Atlanta represented a
nuanced and progressive counternarrative. As a young black women who identified as a
lesbian but also was raised in a middle-class environment, Laura’s experience of placemaking had a direct effect on the development of her own personal cartography. When
she speaks about the city, she does not mention racism, homophobia, or conflict; she
instead speaks about a place where all of her identities work in unison and are not
mutually exclusive.
For the women and men who participated in the current research, Atlanta was a
place of unlimited opportunities and possibilities. It was a place where one’s blackness
was visible even in the “world of the white unseeing” (Yaeger 2000). While other places
in the South maintained a civility that was connected to the racial politics of the Old
24

The first Gay Pride festival called, Christopher Street Liberation Day occurred on June 28, 1970 and
celebrated the first anniversary of the Stonewall uprising. By the 1980s, these events had tripled and began
to reflect a more radical embrace of LGBTQ politics. By the mid 1990s, Black Gay Pride celebrations
emerged as a response to the lack of diversity within Gay Pride organizations.
25
Laura Andrews, personal interview, 2010.
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South, black Southerners in Atlanta had a more complex relationship with their white
counterparts.26 However, this is not to suggest that Atlanta or other spaces in the South
were without conflict, strife, or contradiction (Harner 2001). For some African
Americans, memories of church baptisms, cookouts, and extended families worked in
tension with images of “foul-mouthed white bullies” in segregated environments (Stack
1996, 17). However, the women who participated in this dissertation study “set about
appropriating local time and memory and blood and symbols for intimate community
purposes of their own” (Stack 1996, xv).
Black Southerners from smaller towns were attracted to both the possibility of
racial progress and Atlanta’s status as a middle-class epicenter. Claudine expressed the
same feelings of excitement when describing her introduction to the city. As a teenager,
she frequently visited the city during high school trips from Tuskegee, Alabama. This
excited her, as Atlanta was extremely different from the sleepy town where she had
grown up. It was only after moving to the city that she could truly engage with her local
environment.
It was a city that I could explore on my own terms without someone’s generosity.
I’m going to circle this….so we can do this…. and do that. When I had a son, I
introduced him to the world of Atlanta through a child’s eyes. I took him to the
Theatre of Puppetry Arts. I tried to enjoy the city and learn every part of it.27

26

The growth of regime politics in Atlanta trickled down into other areas of life. For instance, as the
African American population grew, dominant positions in politics, education, and civic and social life
affected the way that white and black Southerners interacted and negotiated with each other. While cities
like Charleston, South Carolina, and Savannah, Georgia, were tied to the nostalgic or historic tropes of the
past, Atlanta’s existence was predicated on being a place of modernity.
27

Claudine Simpson, personal interview, 2010.
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Atlanta provided several educational and social spaces for Claudine and her child. In both
narratives, Laura and Claudine imagined and experienced Atlanta as a progressive site of
cultural relevance and black identity formation. The city also provided a space within the
larger queer palimpsest for these women to affirm their identities as black lesbians.
Unlike the cities designated as hotspots in The Advocate, the islands of belonging
in Atlanta supported the social interactions and community-building process of African
American queer and same-gender-loving women. These place-making practices are rich
and informed by a multitude of factors that transcend sexuality. To assume that all
women who participated in the current study chose Atlanta because of its progressive
reputation is incorrect. When Kelly Lowe moved from Charlotte, North Carolina, to
Atlanta in 2000, she and her partner were looking for better employment opportunities
than those available in Charlotte. Kelly was also searching for a city where she could live
comfortably as an out gay woman. In her escape narrative, cities such as New York City
and San Francisco were on the periphery of her idealized queer geography. She wanted to
live in a place that felt like the community that she had moved from in Charlotte. She saw
Atlanta as a city where African Americans and LGBTQ people possessed social and
political capital that helped them to forge spaces of their own.
Atlanta was a place where everywhere you looked…there was someone that
looked like you. Ever since the Olympics, I had heard that the ATL was the place
to be; but it wasn’t until I visited that I understood. [laughs] Listen. I know you
know…obviously. But there were so many gays, baby gays and family down
there. And it wasn’t like I visited during Pride or Labor Day Weekend. It was a
regular weekend in May, I think when we took our first road trip there. The first
thing that I noticed was there was so much family there. I was sold. I never really
considered living in New York or San Francisco. That never…crossed my mind.
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What I was looking for…was a city where I could get a decent paying job and live
with my girl and do me.28
For Kelly, Atlanta represented a city that would provide her a space outside the
scrutiny of her family as she continued to negotiate her sexual identity. Her connection to
her family also partly fueled her desire to relocate to a larger city. Raised in a close-knit
family that included aunts, uncles, and cousins, she was reluctant to completely divulge
her sexual orientation to them. Prior to meeting her current girlfriend, she was reluctant to
bring women to meet her family.29
Unlike the escape narratives mentioned in the first part of this chapter, these
narratives reflect the stories of Southerners who chose to remain in the region. Through
the shifting of personal cartographies, they located a place that was inclusive and
welcoming in a Southern space that they call home.
For other African American lesbians, the compounded feeling of otherness—of
moving through exclusively white queer space—also made Atlanta an attractive place.
Many of these women lived and socialized in spaces where diversity was rare. Natasha,30
who grew up in the small town of Wrightsboro on the North Carolina coast and attended
college in the same state, had experiences of LGBTQ culture that were limited to mixed
but primarily white clubs. In her early 20s, she moved to Ann Arbor, Michigan, to enroll
in a doctoral program in Psychology. She ventured out into the college town and visited
gay clubs in the area, but she felt disjointed from the experience.
28

Kelly Lowe, personal interview, 2011.
The experiences of LGBTQ Southerners has followed a separate trajectory than that of post-Stonewall
lesbians and gay men. In many cases, these Southerners maintained same-gender relationships or lived
without scrutiny due to a carefully negotiated compromise with family members and community whereby
said individual was not too provocative in displaying their sexual difference.
30
Natasha Brownley, personal interview, 2009.
29
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It was smoky and full of old white men…. I thought maybe I wasn't gay. There
was loud techno music playing with lots of mirrors. I think I might have been the
only black woman there. I stayed about 15 minutes then I left.31
When Natasha talks about these experiences in Michigan, she is speaking
specifically as an outsider looking in. The disconnect between her racial and sexual
identities is palpable. When Natasha describes her observations at this club, the space is
not friendly, hospitable, or welcoming. Her identity as a lesbian does not automatically
make her feel welcome. After relocating to Atlanta several years later, she found a place
that provided her with a sense of belonging. Within these places, Natasha located black
queer spaces that provided a sense of familiarity and comfort.
[It was]…just lots and lots of black dykes. It was like an all you can eat buffet,
though some of them were not particularly tasty. [laughs] There were so few
women of color in Michigan, that were lesbians. It was slim pickings. [In Atlanta,
it] seemed like thousands of them [black women]. I met very few people who
were from there. I think people hear about it and visit and feel like it’s the gay
paradise.32
Although Michigan had provided a queer space for her to enter, Natasha did not
connect with the community located there. Instead she initially found sanctuary in
nightclubs. While nightclubs were an entry point into the black gay community of
Atlanta, but it was not the only point of access or queer black space. As I met more
women for this study, I developed a deeper sense of the queer palimpsest that draped the
city.
In writing about black queer spaces, I draw attention to the physical spaces that
can easily be located but also to the un-mappable, unacknowledged, and ignored
(McKittrick 2006; McKittrick and Woods 2007). Southern landscapes are particular
31
32

Natasha Brownley, personal interview, 2009.
Natasha Brownley, personal interview, 2009
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adept at hiding marginal spaces and the people who occupy them. At the same time,
Southern LGBTQ people move through multiple points and vectors—and one may not be
able to locate the coordinates using traditional mapping technologies. Historian John
Howard illustrates this point in his study of gay communities in Mississippi:
Queer spaces changed over time: they flourished then floundered. Gay bars
ceaselessly picked up and moved, relocated, ever in search of the most receptive
and responsive site. Generally over the period, gay and queer-friendly bars shifted
from locales evenly dispersed across the landscape in the forties and fifties, to
peripheral spaces on town and city outskirts in the sixties, to ostensibly
abandoned inner cities in the seventies and eighties. (Howard 2001, 79)
These shifting localities appeared during the three years that I spent conducting
fieldwork in Atlanta, as exemplified through conversations I had with women who
participated in my study. The ebb and flow of queer spaces occurred at a rapid pace. In
the past 15 years, a significant number of LGBTQ establishments in Atlanta have closed.
Clubs such as Hoedowns, Towers, and the Armory waged battles over space with
redevelopment corporations, city ordinances, initiatives, and neighborhood coalitions.33
Atlanta perhaps represents a growing trend nationally whereby queer space are becoming
disposable and rendered irrelevant. At the same time, this dissertation calls for new
configurations of queer space and the dismantling of the contradictions and assumptions
regarding what is and is not queer space.
The counterspaces forged during contestation continue to face a constant
negotiation of issues of ownership, identity, and belonging. Therefore, this chapter strives
to reveal some of the complexities involved in the procurement of queer space in the
33

Backstreets Atlanta, a 24-hour dance club closed in 2004 after the city passed an ordinance banning all
night establishments. In addition to the city’s policies, the Midtown Ponce Security Alliance led by
Midtown resident Peggy Denby ran a campaign of horror where LGBTQ clubs were profiled for illegal and
illicit behavior.
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American South. Influenced by the region’s history and cultural mores as well as its
geography, the American South works as a space of belonging. At the same time, during
this research it became apparent that exclusionary spaces exist within these inclusive
spaces.
A major theme that emerged from this research was the obvious racial
polarization within LGBTQ communities and the establishments catering to these
populations. In popular culture and academic monographs, these spaces are typically
portrayed as racially homogenous with only white patrons. The absence of African
American and other queer people of color is problematic and reveals the omission of
diverse perspectives in LGBTQ history and scholarship. African American queer and
same-gender-loving women have created multiple sites in Atlanta that disrupt and
reinvigorate our interpretations of these spaces.
The broader intent of this research as an intervention is to move beyond white
gays and expand our definition of queer identities. In Chapter 5, I draw attention to the
role that race plays in forming the everyday spaces of Atlanta. I explore the conflicts and
tensions that manifest themselves through the landscape as black and white queer
Southerners collide with each other.
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Chapter 5
“…In Atlanta…they prefer to stay ethnically pure”: The Hidden Transcripts of
Racism Within a Southern Queer Landscape
Fairytales in the Land of Oz34
When filmmaker Marlon Riggs moved from Boston, Massachusetts to Oakland,
California, he joined the massive movement of gay men and women who were relocating
to the Bay Area. Through the construction of a collective consciousness and imagined
communities, these individuals spatialized spaces such as the Castro District for their
own consumption. As one of the first gay villages, this area of San Francisco came into
prominence during the late 1970s as masses of families moved to the suburbs as part of
the white flight movements and thousands of gay servicemen were dishonorably
discharged during World II War due to their sexuality (Castells 1983; Adler and Brenner
1992; Howe 2001).
For Riggs, San Francisco provided access to a budding gay community whose
spaces were more expansive than the hole-in-the-wall bars and back-alley establishments
available to LGBTQ people in the 1950s. Instead, the Castro worked as a site of spatial
resistance and an adoptive homeplace for LGBTQ people and served as a space of
inclusion and tolerance.
As an African American man who lived and socialized in the Castro, Riggs’
experiences differed from those of his white counterparts. Although he was comforted by
the abundance of gay men who frequented the Castro, he was acutely aware of the
absence of racial minorities. When visiting a local gay bookstore, he was surrounded by
34

I used Oz as a figurative and metaphorical place to describe LGBTQ spaces broadly. In the gay
imaginary, “The Wizard of Oz” serves as an iconic piece of gay culture.
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magazines and images of angelic white gay men advertising gay venues and
establishments (see Figures 5-1 and 5-2). Within these queer palimpsests, white gay
masculinity dominated every aspect of culture and served as the primary optics for gay
life. For many African Americans, their sexuality provided entrée into the community—
but their racial optics denied them complete access to the broader community.

Figure 5-1 Advertisement for Riley’s
Health Club.

Figure 5-2 Cover Image of young gay male
for After Dark Magazine.

As these “white queer patriarchies” transformed the Castro, African American
LGBTQ people were either erased or ignored (Nast 2002; Bérubé 2003). While the queer
palimpsest was comprised of multiple islands of belonging, these places were often
segregated, which mirrored mainstream culture and the history of institutional racism.
Consequently, the Castro was not only a queer space—it was a space of unending and
122

unyielding whiteness. As Riggs walked through the spaces of the Castro, he was
reminded of the alienation that he had experienced as a child in Hephzibah, Georgia. In
Tongues Untied, Riggs describes the struggles of growing up as a black, middle-class
child who was coming to terms with his sexuality. His classmates, black and white alike,
called him a “punk,”" a “faggot,” and “Uncle Tom” (Riggs 1989). Young Riggs’ earliest
memories introduced him to the role of othering and shaped his perception of the
American South. Perhaps he believed that leaving Georgia would provide him with a
sense of security away from the racist and homophobic South. Nonetheless, Riggs
experienced similar feelings of isolation walking the streets of the Castro.
Something in Oz and me was amiss, but I tried not to notice. I was intent on the
search for my reflection, love, and affirmation, in eyes of blue, gray, green.
Searching I found something I didn’t expect, something decades of determined
assimilation could not blind me to: in this great gay mecca I was an invisible man;
still, I had no shadow, no substance. No place, no history, no reflection. I was an
alien, unseen, and unwanted. Here, as in Hephzibah, I was a nigga—still. I quit
the Castro—was no longer my home, my mecca (never was in fact), and I went in
search of something better. (Riggs 1989)
As a black gay man whose world evolved around the Castro, Riggs’ everyday
existence was permeated by the unspoken racial politics of the gay community. He was
bombarded with images of athletic, physically fit, young white men whose white
identities served as the definitive marker of gay identification. Through print
advertisements, magazines, public spaces, and casual encounters, Riggs served as an
ancillary part of the broader white gay population. Instead of an inclusive space, the
Castro was another domain of gay white supremacy and unyielding, unchecked racism.
While the racism that Riggs experienced in San Francisco was covert, it resonated
throughout the landscape and was reinforced by exclusionary tactics.
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As evidenced in the work of James and Nancy Duncan, power is embedded in the
landscape and possesses “the product of inherent antagonisms, exclusions [and]
unarticulated racism” (Duncan and Duncan 2004, 4). Although Riggs experienced these
tensions in San Francisco, they are universal and reflect the barriers that some African
American LGBTQ people have within gay spaces.
In the previous chapter, I described the role that race and regionalism played in
the construction of queer cartographies in Atlanta. In this chapter, I deconstruct the
notion of an all-inclusive LGBTQ community and unpack how racism shapes and defines
queer cartographies. To do so, I pose two questions: 1) How is race articulated in
LGBTQ communities?; and 2) How do white LGBTQ communities create and reproduce
a culture of segregation within these spaces? The history of institutionalized racism (e.g.
slavery and both legal and de facto segregation) and racial categories influenced how and
if African Americans produced space and how they interacted with whites (Howard 1997;
Lipsitz 2011). These spatial practices also influenced how African American LGBTQ
people created space.
Racism within LGBTQ communities is not a new topic; it is instead one that is
frequently swept under the rug or replaced with discussions surrounding sexual
orientation and gender diversity. Racism remains a moot point. For example, the Human
Rights Campaign (HRC) commissioned the Pipeline Project to review its workplace
culture.35 In the project report, the organization is defined as an old boys’ network in
which the “Leadership culture is experienced as homogenous—gay, white, male”
(Geidner 2015). While the HRC’s culture is shaped by exclusionary tactics
35

The Human Rights Campaign is the leading LGBTQ civil rights advocacy group in the United States.
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(misgendering, misogyny, nepotism, and racial marginalization), these practices are also
evident in the larger LGBTQ community.
Within majority white queer spaces, the black presence is frequently erased or
quarantined. As McKittrick and Woods write, “black geographies disappear to the
margins or to the realm of the unknowable” (McKittrick and Woods 2007, 7). Similar to
the HRC, most LGBTQ communities use tactics and practices to discipline these black
queer cartographies and the people who move within them. Ultimately, this chapter
interrogates how race operates across various scales in the LGBTQ community.
Reproducing Racism in Everyday Life
The September/October 2010 issue of Creative Loafing featured a cover story
commemorating the Atlanta Gay Pride Celebration.36 Creative Loafing, an Atlanta-based
weekly newspaper, attracted a large readership due to its witty and cutting edge reports
on local events. In a market dominated by national news, it was one of a few independent
papers in the Southeast with stories that were ignored by traditional media outlets. The
aforementioned article describes Atlanta’s gay community and celebrates Atlanta’s rise
as the newly minted gayest city in the county according to a study by Advocate Magazine
(Albo 2010).37 The story presents highlights of the Gay Pride Celebration and presents a

36

While Atlanta Gay Pride is a national event that draws a cross section of people, it has been criticized for
its lack of diversity. For instance, the planning committee, vendors and a majority of the entertainers are
white making it an seemingly segregated space.
37
In the Advocate article, the following commentary is offered: “Georgia isn’t the most gay-friendly state,”
further elaborating the point that the city is a space of exception for LGBTQ people, while the state is a
place of last resort (Albo 2010). As a beacon of the New New South, Atlanta had developed into a major
business magnet for international corporations and was slowly becoming a legitimate queer tourist
destination. With the publication of this article and the Advocate’s stamp of approval, national exposure
helped legitimize its place among the established epicenters of queer hegemony.
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biographical exploration of the evolution of gay culture in the city, with a focus on key
individuals.

Figure 5-3 The Redneck Bear was the cover model for the special Gay Pride edition of
Creative Loafing. Source: Creative Loafing, October 2, 2010.
The Creative Loafing cover features a white man with blue jean shorts, an open
sleeveless shirt, and an exposed stomach drinking a can of beer. The words “Southern
FRIED PRIDE” are in the background and an arrow pointed at the man labels him as
“Gay Subspecies: The Redneck Bear” (see Figure 5-3). In most ways, this image is not
out of the ordinary. It might appear in a regional magazine celebrating elements of
Southern life. However, this “Redneck Bear” cover image embodies hyper masculinity,
Southern culture, and working-class culture—which are identities that reflect a specific
type of masculinity, namely Southern and white. The Redneck Bear is a son of the South
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and an heir apparent to the region (Boney 1971; Cobb 1999; Cox 2011). In this example,
I argue that his racial identity supersedes his sexual orientation. He is gay, but more
significantly he is white. As a prominent, identifiable archetype of the South, the
Redneck Bear has tapped into queer sensibilities while remaining firmly connected to the
Southern past. As such he not only embodies rural masculinity but “suggest[s] the kind of
white males who lynched blacks, married their cousins, and generally ripped around in
their jacked-up, gun-racked pickups” (Cobb 2000, 12). The biography of the Redneck
Bear presented in the article itself further legitimizes his connection to Southern culture
and heritage in general (see Figure 5-4).
In addition to the Redneck Bear, the article lists eight additional subspecies: The
Trailer Trash Drag Queen and the Empowerment Sister (see Figure 5-4); the Southern
Power Belle, the Midtown Blipster, and the Southern Dandy (see Figure 5-5); and Paul
Deen, the Radical Faerie, and the Decatur Earth Mother (see Figure 5-6). While these
images are meant to convey historical tropes of Southernness and embody queer
authenticity, they also employ racial imagery that plays on stereotypes.
To better understand the ways in which race is articulated in this narrative, one
merely needs to examine how the images are presented. Through the articulations of
Southern identity, readers are introduced to people who are reminiscent of historical
tropes associated with the South. For instance, the picture of Paul Deen holding a mixing
bowl is a nod to Southern cook Paula Dean (see Figure 5-6). While he embodies the
respectability of a Southern lady, he also symbolizes the traditional “good old boy” of
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Figure 5-4 Three of the gay subspecies: Redneck Bear, Trailer Trash drag queen and
Empowerment Sister presented different articulations of LGBTQ life in Atlanta. Source:
Creative Loafing, October 2, 2010.
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Trailer-trash drag queen
D i s t i n g u i s h i n g c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s : B i g hair,

garish makeup, tacky dress, b a c k w o o d s
drawl, penchant for oversharing a b o u t

Redneck bear
D i s t i n g u i s h i n g c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s : Stocky,

large-bellied, hirsute, flannel shirt, Mossy
Oak cap, leather halter
M ating call:

"Woof!"

N a t u r a l h a b i t a t : The Eagle; a 4 x 4 pickup
R o l e m o d e l : Larry the C a b l e Guy

f the L G B T Q
:ity would be
1. Here's to you,
ne shine bright.

K a r a o k e s t a p l e : Patsy Cline's "Walkin"

After Midnight"

rustic upbringin g
M a t i n g c a l l : "My d o u b l e - w i d e or y o u r s ? "
N a t u r a l h a b i t a t : Sally's Beauty Supply;

Value Village
R o l e m o d e l : P e g Bundy; Divine
K a r a o k e s t a p l e : Dolly Parton's "Jolene"
D r i n k o f c h o i c e : C o r n squeezin's w i t h a

twist of lime
F a v o r i t e m o v i e : Pink

D r i n k o f c h o i c e : Coors Light
Favorite m ovie:

Empowerment sister
D i s t i n g u i s h i n g c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s : Nappy

hair or shaved head, slogan T-shirt, pickup
truck or J e e p
M a t i n g c a l l : " W h a t ' s your favorite Nikki

Giovanni p o e m ? "
N a t u r a l h a b i t a t : Charis B o o k s
R o l e m o d e l : A n g e l a Davis
K a r a o k e s t a p l e : Q u e e n Latifah s o n g b o o k
D r i n k o f c h o i c e : Saketini
F a v o r i t e m o v i e : T h e Color

Purple

Fla mingos

D eliv era nc e

c l a t l .c o m

white patriarchal order of the past.
Southern lore. As such he is both a symbol of Southern gentility and a descendant of the

Figure 5-5 The Southern Belle, Midtown Blipster, and the Southern Dandy. Source:
Creative Loafing, October 2, 2010.

Figure 5-6 Paul Deen, The Radical Faerie, and the Decatur Earth Mother. Source:
Creative Loafing, October 2, 2010.
The Southern Power Belle presents another trope of Southernness (see Figure 55). Whereas Paul Deen represents Southern masculinity of the past, the Southern Power
Belle is positioned as a modern-day Scarlett O’Hara, one of the most symbolic images of
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the Southern past. In lieu of a large hoop dress, she is dressed in a power suit that
complements her “real estate license…and Chinese baby.” Instead of the guzzling a
domestic beer like the Redneck Bear, she holds a cup of coffee. Employing the term belle
ensures that she remains connected to the Old South, a geographical space where white
woman were the primary source of pride and Southern redemption. The Southern Power
Belle reflects mainstream (read: white, popular) images of lesbian identity even as she
challenges normative femininity (see Figure 5-7). Despite wearing a power suit, she
remains a “Southern belle.” Lastly, by labeling her a Southern Power Belle this article
makes the essentialist argument that only white women can embody true Southern
womanhood.

Figure 5-7 The Southern Power Belle. Source: Creative Loafing, October 2, 2010.
In the above examples, whiteness dominates and is perceived as normal and
respectable. Even as the Redneck Bear taps into the frequently lampooned image of poor
working-class whites, he is a recognizable part of Southern lore. Similar to Paul Deen and
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the Southern Power Belle, the Redneck Bear is painted as belonging within these
spaces—even as certain components of his identity could be contested. Although the
article presents a seemingly color-blind commentary, racial differences are apparent,
most obviously in the characterization of an African American lesbian.
As this dissertation illustrates, a plethora of black LGBTQ people reside in
Atlanta. They are diverse in age, social class, educational attainment, and presentation.
Nevertheless, Creative Loafing’s three representations of people of color within the
LGBTQ community do not reflect this type of diversity. We are instead represented with
racialized imagery that reiterates racial stereotypes through the body of a queer black
woman, Empowerment Sister (see Figure 5-8). As an African American woman, the
Empowerment Sister works in direct opposition to the images included earlier in the
article. First, her body is staged differently and her face and body are tensely modeled.
Moreover, the Empowerment sister is presented as neither jovial nor as celebratory; she
looks severe, disgruntled, and slightly out of place. She wears the same severe expression
in each photograph—that of a militant revolutionary. Clad in a white dress with a wide
black belt, she is adorned with a thick gold rope chain and gold earrings.
The Empowerment Sister’s distinguishing characteristics are a slogan t-shirt and a
pickup truck or a Jeep. Angela Davis, The Color Purple, and songs from Queen Latifah’s
songbook—all of which are typically associated with African American culture—serve as
her cultural markers (see Figure 5-9).
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Figure 5-8 The Empowerment sister. Source: Creative Loafing, October 2, 2010.

Figure 5-9 This biography accompanied the picture of Empowerment sister.
Although a conversation about race is not intently expressed, most of her
descriptors are inherently racialized. Whereas other identities list distinguishing
characteristics that are slightly humorous and ironic, the Empowerment Sister’s are
cursory. In calling her hair nappy, the article juxtaposes her beauty with European beauty
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standards.38 Through this characterization of her beauty, she is presented as someone who
is unattractive and visually unappealing. This reading of black lesbians also presents an
assumptive view that these women are a monolith and therefore present similar traits.
At first glance, the image of the Empowerment Sister appears innovative as it
disrupts the premise that all Southerners and LGBTQ people are white. At the same time,
the Empowerment Sister legitimizes and authenticates the presence of African Americans
within the larger LGBTQ community and provides optics to their existence.
The optics of the image of the Empowerment Sister reinforce historical
stereotypes associated with black women and place her in opposition to white
homonormativity. These themes are reiterated in the box that presents her “biography”
(see Figure 5-9). The Empowerment Sister’s natural habitat is a feminist bookstore,
whereas the Southern Power Belle’s natural habitat is a condo. Even though they are both
lesbians, they do not reside in the same universe. This is a part of the larger critique—the
racialization of queerness. I would argue that the ways in which these images are
presented reinforces white homonormativity within LGBTQ spaces and communities.
The enduring racial characteristics of the past are evident throughout this article. On the
Creative Loafing website, several images accompany the story. Through the staging of
the Empowerment Sister’s body it becomes clear that the enduring racial categories from
the past remain. While the narratives of each subspecies racialize queerness, the images
of the Empowerment Sister mirror the racial hierarchy of the past. In a picture not
featured in the print version of the newspaper, the Empowerment Sister’s body is
38

For literature regarding the politics of beauty and hair among Black women, see Tracey Owens Patton.
2006. “Hey Girl, Am I More than My Hair?: African American Women and Their Struggles with
Beauty, Body Image, and Hair.” NWSA Journal, Vol. 18, No. 2 (Summer, 2006), pp. 24-51.
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captured as slightly twisted and still. Her hand grasps a gold chain that yanks her neck
upward while she tilts her head up (see Figure 5-10). Her eyes are closed and her body
appears limp, in emulation of a hanging corpse. As a racialized spectacle, the
Empowerment Sister stirs up visceral feelings of nostalgia that remind the viewer of the
Southern past—which is steeped in violence. Moreover, her body is delineated as
disposable and a site of racial violence. Her body reflects the physical and emotional toll
of blackness in the American South and is reminiscent of lynched body.
The image of Joseph Richardson hanging in the town square marks the space as a
site of tension, violence, and white hegemony (see Figure 5-11). While Richardson’s
body was rendered immobile through actual violence, I view the staging of the
Empowerment Sister’s body as a form of symbolic violence in which her limp form
suggests an erosion of her humanity while also othering her place within the queer
diaspora. Although the images presented in the Creative Loafing were instrumental in
showcasing Southern queer images, they lack a genuine critique or understanding of
black lesbian life.
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Figure 5-10 The Empowerment Sister

Figure 5-11 A lynching photograph of Joseph
Richardson
The presence of a white gaze is evident in the descriptions and the staging of the
photos undercuts the legitimacy of black belonging within a queer landscape (Hale 1998).
For outsiders or newly inducted members of the LGBTQ community, the article serves as
a guide to understanding queer life in Atlanta specifically and the South more broadly.
The images of black queer life are viewed as countercultural even within the grain of a
community that is already marginalized. Blackness is positioned as exotic and radical. In
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contrast, white queer identities are legitimatized and portrayed as the proper vessels of
true queer sensibilities. These categories speak to the culture of anti-blackness that occurs
within predominantly white gay spaces. The domination of white ideology within gay
culture serves as an impetus for the development of islands of belonging and the personal
cartographies covered later in this work.
Scales of Racism Within a Queer Space
In contemporary understandings of LGBTQ culture, queer communities are
frequently read as havens of unconditional belonging—despite recent evidence that
suggests that they are contested sites.39 The tension around racial difference is of concern
as it has a direct impact on place-making practices in Atlanta. Although these practices
are specifically focused on black LGBTQ people, they are symptomatic of racially based
legal codes and social practices that emerged in the early to mid-20th century. This
institutionalization of racism ensured that a racial hierarchy informed how white and
black citizens claimed space. As a result, if racism was practiced in heterosexual spaces,
it also appeared in queer spaces simultaneously.
During the time of this study, Atlanta was home to an assortment of nightclubs,
bars, organizations, and bookstores that were gay owned or gay friendly—but also
predominately white. While these spaces were vital to a portion of LGBTQ identity
development, they were not always welcoming. Unspoken social codes around race
enforced by white gay bar owners, club bouncers, and patrons informed how the queer
palimpsest developed in Atlanta. In theory, these spaces were perceived as inclusive—but
39

In the concluding chapter I will speak further about the rise of cultural anxiety, i.e. racial intolerance that
has emerged in LGBTQ communities nationally. Specifically, I will consider how the rise of intersectional
racism has fueled acts of racial hatred as exemplified by The Pulse Nightclub shooting.
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in practice they were separate. As activist Charlene Cothran commented, “I find that with
white [gay] people, when they need you strategically they talk the diversity talk. I haven’t
lived all over the country, but in Atlanta they prefer to stay ethnically pure in their
socializing and their organizing” (Allen 1996).
Racism within queer spaces exists and appears to be growing. I use Atlanta as a
case study to demonstrate how the whitening of gay culture, spaces, and identities affects
black queer people. Despite the city’s large African American population, which is an
indication that more room for interracial interaction exists, the queer palimpsest is
essentially divided into two worlds. This fragmentation is not a Southern invention, but
the ways in which white and black queer geographies overlapped and splintered created
contemporary gay Atlanta. Below I trace the impact that race had on the development of
these cartographies by examining how race as a process works to challenge and maintain
racial order in LGBTQ spaces. I also explore how the contestation of these spaces makes
room for islands of belonging for African American LGBTQ people.
The Queer Palimpsest of Atlanta
Like other self-appointed gay villages, Atlanta’s Midtown neighborhood is in a
racially and economically diverse community. While the neighborhood has a queer
history, the area became a haven for LGBTQ people in the late 1980s as prices for real
estate there plummeted. Spanning less than four square miles, the neighborhood attracted
gay men, lesbians, racial minorities, and hippies due to its mixture of multi-family homes
and apartments. Conveniently located in the center of the city, Midtown developed into
an unofficial gay village beginning in the late 1970s. In addition to several gay
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businesses, Piedmont Park—a popular cruising area for gay men—became another center
of queer social life (see Figure 5-12).

Figure 5-12 Map of Midtown, Atlanta, Georgia
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Beyond the niche neighborhood, the area’s largest attractions were a surplus of
nightclubs and bars. These sites provided the individuals in this study a place where they
could develop their queer identity away from scrutiny and societal judgment. Some of the
women I interviewed cited a LGBTQ club as their first entry point into gay life. For this
study, these spaces are important not only as sites of queer representation but also as
places of intersectional visibility. In this chapter, I introduce the term intersectional
visibility to explain the ways in which race, gender, class, and sexuality are constantly on
display—and are topics of derision within primarily white spaces.
Although black patrons sought out queer establishments, they understood that in
Midtown, the lines of segregation placed blackness on the periphery of gay culture. As
such, while the queer palimpsests flourished, the benefits enjoyed by African Americans
were often miniscule and questionable. The simple act of visiting a nightclub was riddled
with trials. For example, covert policies limited the number of African Americans who
could enter each nightclub. This had a profound impact on those black LGBTQ people
who chose to patronize gay clubs in Atlanta. A large number of LGBTQ establishments
existed, but they were managed by white owners who engaged in discriminatory practices
(see Figure 5-13).
When black patrons visited these clubs, they were frequently met with resistance.
Some were turned away due to a “new” dress code or told that only a certain number of
patrons could enter. In some more extreme examples, patrons were asked for five
different forms of identification. As Helen Baxter commented, “Atlanta’s gay scene was
very segregated. It was difficult for Blacks to go places…to get into certain clubs.
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Backstreets was hard to get into, but if you were with a group of white people, it didn’t
matter” (Baxter 2010). These policies were enforced rather rigidly by club management
and directed exclusively at African Americans.

Figure 5-13 Listing of Midtown Nightclubs and Map of Midtown Business District
(1999).
This did not deter black LGBTQ people from visiting these places or discourage
them from challenging these practices. Since these spaces were within the public realm,
they were frequently under contestation. In 1996, Duncan Teague, a staff member of
Georgia State University’s Department of Psychology, initiated a study of the
experiences of African American men who patronized bars in Midtown (Shannon 1996;
see Appendix J). African Americans also began to boycott clubs in an attempt to change
the culture of discrimination. The codes enforced by Atlanta gay clubs rigorously ensured
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that all establishments would have a fixed racial quota, which guaranteed that black
LGBTQ people would remain on the peripheries of queer culture.
While the findings of Teague’s study helped to bring awareness to the racial
disparities in Midtown’s nightspots, it did not completely change the culture of these
spaces. White queer people had a genuine desire to keep the community white or at least
suppress the voices of racial minorities. Even as clubs loosened their entrance criteria,
demographic shifts were taking place. As the black population grew, some clubs found
their patrons transforming from predominately white to entirely black. Clubs hosted hip
hop and urban theme nights to attract black patrons on specific nights, which quarantined
these bodies and ensured racial homogeneity. Oddly, these racial developments occurred
while Atlanta was being heralded as a racially progressive place. No matter the tactics,
the issue of race continued to challenge the reality of an inclusive gay Atlanta.
Maintaining the Whiteness of Gay Communities in Atlanta
Burkhart’s was a popular nightclub and bar that attracted people from all over
Atlanta. Located on the edges of Midtown and a mile from Piedmont Park, its culture was
more neighborhood pub than club. In advertisements for Burkhart’s, a group of men
stand together smiling and celebrating to symbolize the happiness that could be found at
the establishment (see Figure 5-14). These images invoke a particular sentimentality
surrounding collective belonging and whiteness. Moreover, the name Burkhart’s, the
image of white queer middle-class men, and the text “Good Times. Good Friends”
together convey the sense of community that the bar was marketing. This reading of the
advertisement is of course open to interpretation, but I contend that race is a vital part of
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this club’s presentation. The construction of a Burkhart’s patron—which extends to the
broader LGBTQ community of Atlanta—is centered around tropes of race. This is
intentional yet subtle in this example.

Figure 5-14 An advertisement for Burkhart’s Nightclub.
White queer people in Atlanta reinforced racial hierarchies through their daily
actions. For African Americans, these actions reflected the everyday acts of racism that
occurred outside of the LGBTQ community. While Africans American LGBTQ people
addressed issues of religious intolerance in some of their communities, they felt racism
on a larger scale. For black lesbians, who had a smaller number of places to socialize,
intersectional racism had a direct impact on how they experienced these venues in
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Atlanta. Charlene Cothran describes an experience that she had at Burkhart’s one
evening:
…after a Venus staff meeting a group of us decided to patronize a local gay bar,
Burkhart’s. We entered the bar and discovered several tables occupied by
gorgeous black gay men and lesbians, all buying drinks, eating, gossiping and
having a good time. But one more group of blacks was more than one white
person could handle. In a voice louder than the music, [a guy] screams “We’ve
got to turn this back into a white bar, they ain’t got no money and they’re suppose
to know something about greens…” (Cothran 1995, 13)
Cothran initially experiences Burkhart’s as a space of belonging and validation
and is comforted by the appearance of other African Americans in that space. However,
at least one patron has a noticeable sense of dread regarding African Americans. The
desire to “turn this back into a white bar” expresses a separationist ideology already
embedded in these cartographies. Through his words, the patron interpolates the presence
of these racial/sexual minorities as disruptive to “his” queer space.
While Cothran argues that the growing number of black patrons entering the bar
enraged the patron, I argue that an anti-black sentiment already existed in Burkhart’s and
the larger white gay community. Four years earlier, in December 1991, Etcetera
magazine had published an advertisement for Burkhart’s attached to a racist joke. The
joke was handwritten around typewritten font describing the life of an armadillo. The
handwritten text read: “Why did God create armadillos?—So Colored People Could
Have Possum On The Half Shell” (see Figure 5-15).
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Figure 5-15 This ad appeared inside of Ecetera magazine.
Although Etcetera marketed itself as a publication for all LGBTQ people, the
advertisement and accompanying joke were directed toward the white gay population—
people who were viewed as the true members of the community.
After the publication of the advertisement and the joke, the magazine received
letters from LGBTQ people that expressed concern for the amount of racial insensitivity
displayed in that issue. In response, the editors of Etcetera released an official apology.
This approach may have soothed some of the controversy surrounding the December
issue, but it also elicited a backlash from at least one white reader. Ken Williams, an
Atlanta local, wrote a derisive response to Etcetera’s apology (see Appendix K). In his
letter he calls the editors hypocrites who were caving into the pressures of cultural
interlopers.
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I (and many others) could not believe our eyes when we saw that you gave in to
the forces of ignorance over the advertisement from Burkhart’s. Only the most
insecure person could have contrived a furor over it. But to give into the 3rd
world, when gay people are supposed to stand for the classiest is a mystery.
Indeed, the inmates ARE trying to take over the asylum…Who are negroes who
can not be caricatured? Thousands of papers run cartoons daily doing the same.
What hypocrites. Everyone knows if a bar, or any business, has too many Negroes
present too often, it goes down the drain. Just because someone sleeps with the
same sex, does not make him (or her) a good person. Gay people used to stand for
class, style, the best, now, radical groups give us all a bad name. (Williams 1991)
Williams’ definition of gay community is built around fixed categories. In his
rendering of African Americans, they are described as third world people, inmates,
welfare recipients, and radicals. They are placed in opposition to white LGBTQ people,
who are viewed as cultivators of style, class, and sophistication. Black LGBTQ people
are seen as problematic and therefore counterproductive to the continuity of queer life.
When Williams writes, “…our lives have been changed by having to travel long distances
to escape the third world. The money spent on private school, new houses, both parents
working to escape the forces of the third world,” I am reminded of the jargon that fiscal
conservatives user to justify the dismantlement of social welfare programs and the
eradication of the repression of civil rights.
This letter provides insight into the personal cartographies of Williams and other
white LGBTQ people in Atlanta and how they construct community. By using what
historian Allan Bérubé describes as “gay whitening practices,” they reinforce the notion
that gay culture is white (Bérubé 2003; Nero 2005). In his personal life, Bérubé observed
how whiteness worked as a qualifier for acceptance in the LGBTQ community. He views
African Americans as the root of all social problems and think they have no place within
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the queer palimpsest.40 Despite being gay men, Williams and the patron at Burkhart’s
both espoused an anti-black rhetoric that was reminiscent of the American South’s
antebellum past—when gay whitening practices policed or forced black queer bodies into
imaginary borders. Thus while the outward-facing message of the LGBTQ movement
celebrates diversity and inclusion, this message is belied be racist acts within the culture.
Feminism is for White Women, and Gay Rights are for White Men
Despite the acts of racism that occurred in Midtown, the queer community
flourished there. It offered a physical site of belonging for LGBTQ people to meet and
locate others. In parallel to the emergence of gay club life, gay rights and feminist activist
groups with spaces that offered other sites for LGBTQ people to communicate also
developed. These groups were especially significant for lesbians, who were more likely
to congregate in settings outside of nightclubs (Kennedy and Davis 1993).41
Patricia Scott began working with feminist and gay rights organizations in Atlanta
during the 1980s, when she was in her 20s. Similar to other activists, she saw these
movements as vital to the advancement of civil liberties for both LGBTQ people and
women. As a young black woman growing up in the pre-civil rights era, Patricia had a
personal interest in combating racial equality. After coming out as a feminist and a
lesbian, her interests broadened to include the labor movement, immigration, and the
40

During the time that this letter was published, cities suffered from political instability, weak local federal
leadership, and economic disinvestment. African Americans typically blamed for many of the societal
issues that plagues these cities. As sociologist William Julius Wilson argues “in the eyes of many in the
dominant white population, the minorities symbolize the ugly urban scene left behind.” For further
information, see William Julius Wilson. in When Work Dissapears: The World of the New Urban Poor. The
Vintage Books: New York, 1996, 85).
41
This statement is not intended to negate the role that club culture plays in the life of all lesbians. There
are several scholars who use these venues a primary site. However, for this research project, I found that
clubs played a minor role in the personal cartographies of the women this project focuses on. This is a
result of gender differences, but also social class.
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prison industrial complex. These movements developed an intersectional approach to
looking at oppression.
As one of the few women of color in the organizations she was involved in,
Patricia experienced microaggressions from co-workers and volunteers. When she
worked with the gay rights movement, Patricia suffered subtle verbal and nonverbal
comments and actions that marked her as other. As she became more active and gained
positions of leadership, she became more aware of the space she occupied:
I was the only black face there. It felt like I was invisible or that—they had
somehow erased the fact that I was a black woman. During meetings, my fellow
board members would talk about other black people in derogatory ways…as if I
wasn’t in the room, or a member of a different tribe. These were privileged gay
men who made these comments. It was sad and ironic at the same time, since
these same men faced oppression and bigotry everyday.42
As Patricia recounts her interaction with rich, white, middle-class men, she
reveals the tension inherent in some feminist organization. The ease with which these
men speak scornfully about “other black people” illustrates how Patricia’s racial
background was
When Patricia worked with feminist organizations in Atlanta, she observed that
she was invisible in these settings as well. Several feminist organizations emerged during
the late 1970s. Groups such as the Atlanta Lesbian Feminist Alliance were pivotal in
creating a space where women could fight for gender equality in that city. Feminist
groups were in some cases the antithesis to the gay rights movement. Their membership
was exclusively female and predominately white. African American women who
participated in feminist organizations were encouraged to focus on gender issues and
42

Patricia Scott, Personal Interview, 2010.
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leave their racial baggage at the door (Lorde 1982). These color-blind feminists fought
against patriarchy while ignoring their own complicity in ignoring racism within their
factions. When Patricia worked with a coalition of lesbian feminists, she experienced the
same amount of derision during a board meeting:
I was attending a programming meeting to plan some community event. I
remember one of their taglines was: “We are the new Niggers.” They said that
word so nonchalantly. More people have used that in my presence. You give
yourself privilege to use that word in my face!43
In rendering Patricia invisible, the group ignored and erased her presence as a
black woman. During our interviews, she held back tears as she described these very
violent acts of racism. She described the contradictory nature of those feminist
organizations and recounted how they would battle patriarchal oppression, but ignore the
prevalence of racism. The board members had no desire to insert an intersectional lens
into their activism, since they placed their struggles as white queers/feminists in the
center. When they claimed, “We are the new Niggers,” they appropriated a term without
the cultural baggage associated with it. For the white men and women who made up most
of their membership, this organization may have worked as islands of belonging—but in
Patricia’s daily life, it was another site of racism and black oppression.
In this chapter I have provided an entry point for understanding how race takes
place within LGBTQ spaces in Atlanta. By examining representational, symbolic, and
physical sites, this research reveals the hidden transcripts of racism within queer space.
Using gay whitening practices, white LGBTQ people and feminists constructed an
imagined geography that erased or suppressed the black presence. This erasure
43
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normalized LGBTQ spaces as the exclusive terrain of whiteness. This ownership is
reflected in societal expectations, scholarly research agendas, and representations of
LGBTQ people in popular culture. An obvious investment in white privilege also
transcends one’s sexuality. As James Baldwin comments during an interview:
I think white gay people feel cheated because they were born, in principle, into a
society in which they were suppose to be safe. The anomaly of their sexuality puts
them in danger, unexpectedly. Their reaction seems to me in direct proportion to
the sense of feeling cheated of the advantages which accrue to white people in a
white society. There’s an element, it has always seemed to me, of bewilderment
and complaint. Now that may sound very harsh, but the gay world as such is no
more prepared to accept black people than anywhere else in society. It’s a very
hermetically sealed world with very unattractive features, including racism.
(Village Voice Staff 2017)
In this chapter, I have attempted to address the way in which race takes place
within queer spaces in Atlanta. In the next chapter, I complicate the narrative of queer
black cartographies by inserting a class analysis. In moving forward, this dissertation
reveals the place-making practices that are influenced by one’s social class.
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Chapter 6
Queer Black Cartographies of Dissemblance and the Politics of Respectability
Contrary to the general saying all Negroes are not alike. A casual observance of
the race might lead to this conclusion, but a discriminating observation of the
Negro in is home, at his work and worship, on the street in places of amusement
will show that they differ as do others. ~Adeline Davis Proctor, Negro
Womanhood: Its Present, 1902
I do not know that she called herself middle class, but she did call herself a lady.44
During the summer months, Urbana Hills vibrated loudly with the laughter of
children. Dixie Hills, the street where Patricia Scott lived as a child, served as a nexus
point for neighborhood children to play hopscotch, hide and go seek, and jump rope.
Patricia knew the homes on her street by the people who resided in them—the Johnsons’,
the Simpsons’, the Hills’—families with whom she had personal relationships. Being a
child growing up in segregated Atlanta meant that Patricia’s community was the first
cartography she was introduced to.
On Saturday mornings, Patricia would travel with her mother from their
neighborhood to downtown Atlanta. Upon returning, Patricia would attend the weekly
etiquette class held at a nearby neighbor’s house. Along with other children from the
neighborhood, she would participate in seminars on grooming, manners, table manners,
discipline, and other skills necessary in the outside world. As recounted here, the personal
cartographies of her childhood provided her with security, a sense of collective
belonging, and comfort. Reflecting on these experiences, Patricia remarks, “What I grew
up with was for me the norm. That’s just how it was. In hindsight, I see that we were
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LaKisha Michelle Simmons. Crescent City Girls: The Lives of Young Black Women in Segregated New
Orleans. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2015, 72.
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really held within that community.”45 The community of her childhood consisted of splitlevel ranch homes, large green yards, and two-parent households. It was quintessentially
middle class and resembled a variety of other middle-class neighborhoods in the city,
with one exception: it was predominately African American.
Despite where they lived, black middle-class people in the South created a life
beyond the confines of racism, Jim Crow Laws, and segregation. This is not to say that
racism did not exist or hinder the social mobility of African Americans. Numerous
scholars have noted how race functions as the most salient factor in determining how
black geographies evolve (Massey and Denton 1995; Lipsitz 2011; Shabazz 2015).
Furthermore, as I demonstrated in Chapter 5 race operates across multiple scales
simultaneously within the geographies of African American LGBTQ people in Atlanta.
Race is important. However, within the spaces of Atlanta, class also matters.
This chapter therefore examines the role that class has played in the development
of black middle-class identities and personal cartographies of the women in this study.
Focusing on the place-making practices of the black middle-class women, this chapter
documents how class operates within public and private spaces and influences the social
networks and personal cartographies this study’s participants. Building on the work of
Patricia Hill Collins and Darlene Clark Hine, I discuss the politics of respectability and
culture of dissemblance as a framework for understanding the importance of class within
black female spaces. Thereafter I describe the stages of middle class development within
the landscapes of children and young adults. These initial sites are vital to the
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socialization process and inform how these children create and claim space as adults. I
also illustrate the ruptures that occur within the personal cartographies of African
American lesbians as they negotiate space as middle-class African American women.
Lastly, I examine two sites in Atlanta that validate middle class identities and
expectations. Though their local geographies, African American lesbians have developed
islands of belonging shaped by their race, geography, and class consciousness.
Queering the Politics of Respectability: Creating Class Consciousness in a Black
World
An analysis of social class is paramount to understanding the mechanics of placemaking among African American women and female children, especially in the South.
As the women in this study grew up in the black middle class, social class is extremely
important for understanding where they choose to create space and how they claim
spaces for their consumption. In most conversations in the gay community, African
American lesbians are marginalized due to race, or assumed to be part of a lower
socioeconomic status and therefore excluded from any discussions. However, such a
portrait lacks any nuanced treatment of social class among African Americans lesbians in
particular. This is where this study acts as an intervention.
For black same-gender-loving women, the intersection of race, gender, class, and
sexuality creates a complicated dialectic in which gender norms, the continued
exploitation of black populations, and transgressive acts of sexuality place them in a
paradoxical space, caught between Eurocentric queer histories, their families in the black
community, or both (Crenshaw 1991; Rose 1993). In Atlanta, a variety of institutions
supported the “emergence of an assimilated urban black middle class…and encourag[ed]
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the formation of social networks that stressed class over race.”46 As in other Southern
cities, in Atlanta social class operated along a spectrum and had roots in antebellum
culture. For middle-class Atlantans, the city offered the comforts of middle class
respectability: churches, civic organizations, schools and colleges, and white-collar
positions for the upwardly mobile. Through these institutions, African Americans
developed a culture of middle class exceptionalism rooted in generational wealth, culture,
and the proliferation of manners. Historian Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham describes this
as the politics of respectability:
Respectability demanded that every individual in the black community assume
responsibility for behavioral self-regulation and self-improvement along moral,
educational, and economic lines. The goal was to distance oneself as far as
possible from images perpetuated by racist stereotypes. Individual
behavior…determined the collective fate of African Americans. It was
particularly public behavior that they perceived to wield the power either to refute
or conform to stereotypical representations and discriminatory practices.
(Higginbotham 1993, 197)
While members of the black middle class used respectability politics to suppress
negative images of African American life, black families frequently imposed
respectability politics on their daughters to ensure propriety and access to opportunities,
social networks, and place. Social class was consequently connected to one’s
geographical location and ability to access certain spaces, especially during the era of
legal segregation.
At the same time that African American women were facing the social indignities
of growing up in world in which racial discrimination was an everyday occurrence, their
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marginalization was exacerbated by any illicit sexual behavior. Despite engaging in
respectability politics, African American lesbians used “a culture of dissemblance to
protect the sanctity of inner aspects of their lives” (Hine 1989, 915). While Darlene Clark
Hine uses the culture of dissemblance as a framework to understand the lives of black
female migrants in the Midwest in the later part of the 19th century, it is applicable to my
work as well. All of the women covered in this chapter grew up in homes and
communities that reinforced heteronormativity and accommodation. In claiming a lesbian
identity or entering into a same-sex union, middle-class black women risked social
isolation.
I find that Hine’s culture of dissemblance is valuable in unpacking how African
American lesbians negotiate their identities within black communities and society at
large. As Hine writes,
Only with secrecy, thus achieving a self-imposed invisibility, could ordinary
Black women accrue the psychic space and harness the resources needed to hold
their own in the often one-sided and mismatched resistance struggle. The
inclination of the larger society to ignore those considered "marginal" actually
enabled subordinate Black women to craft the veil of secrecy and to perfect the art
of dissemblance….A secret, undisclosed persona allowed the individual Black
woman to function. (Hine 1989, 916)
Within the context of the current study, middle-class black women developed a
class-consciousness that erased any signatures of difference. Again, one’s sexual
orientation did not dissipate but was policed by the standards of middle class
respectability (Carby 1992). Black women who engaged in same-sex relationships
understood that women who did not abide by these rules would be labeled as sexual
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dissidents and working-class bodies, which was not an acceptable proposition.47 African
American lesbians also used their social advantages (e.g. their social networks and
financial resources) to negotiate a world that was riddled with engendered racism and
homophobia.
It is certain that class-consciousness developed concurrently with racial identity.
Many of the interviewees developed a class consciousness within a black world. As
author Lawrence Otis Graham writes in Our Kind of People: Inside America’s Black
Upper Class,
…at the age of six, I knew the importance of class distinctions within my black
world….Unlike my brother, I already knew that there was us and there was them.
There were those children who belonged to Jack and Jill and summered in Sag
Harbor; Highland Beach; or Oak Bluffs, Martha’s Vineyard; and there were those
who didn’t. (Graham 1999, 3)
The spaces that Graham writes about are important and present one example of
how cartographies are imbued with class. To be clear, Graham’s book focuses on the
African American elite: Yale graduates, millionaires who gained their wealth through
inheritance, and people connected to old guard families; nevertheless, his work provides a
more nuanced understanding of wealth and class within African American
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social circles (art showings, academic conferences, book clubs, etc.).
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communities.48 Through their earliest introductions to class etiquette and expectations,
black middle-class children were indoctrinated into the black palimpsest and the rules
that had been developed concerning how to navigate the world. This process thus
occurred at the same time that their racial consciousness developed.
----------------------------------------In December 1962, Atlanta Mayor Ivan Allen, Jr., had barricades placed at the
intersection of Harlan and Peyton Roads in Cascade Heights, a suburb in southwest
Atlanta. After Dr. Clinton Warner, a surgeon and veteran, purchased a 3,000-square-foot
home in the community for $65,000, the “Atlanta Berlin Wall” was installed to
discourage black Atlantans from purchasing homes there. By March 1963, the barricade
was dismantled after national outrage and protests from members of the black community
(Crater 2011). The removal of the wall resulted in white families fleeing to northern
suburbs as more black middle-class families relocated to Cascade Heights.
Jessica Jackson and her family joined this migration to Cascade Heights. They
moved into the Peyton Forest neighborhood when she was 6 years old. The neighborhood
was a community of “professional people…educators, ministers, CPAs, accountants,
school teachers, store owners, business owners, politicians, lawyers, and doctors.”49 In
addition to having black professionals live in her neighborhood, Jessica frequented black
businesses that were close to her house. These class standards were enforced in every
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and upper middle class to describe the social class of my population.
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space that Jessica occupied and had a direct impact on how she constructed her personal
cartographies.
Martin Luther King down to Lynhurst used to be black-owned businesses. They
were all small black-owned businesses, the librarian was black! It’s funny. I hear
people talk about buying black and supporting black businesses. When I grew up,
we always went to black businesses. There WAS a community of black people
who looked out for you. Whatever you wanted to find, you could find in the
community.50
Although Jessica grew up during the era of the Civil Rights Movement, her
identity was shaped by social class, more than race. Whiteness was invisible in this
segregated world. She was surrounded by the elements of black wealth, economic
independence, and white-collar professionals. At home and in her personal life, she was
expected to pursue high standards and embody the components of black excellence. At
home and in her personal life, she was expected to pursue high standards and embody the
components of black excellence.
I attended a completely segregated school system. They insisted on excellence
from us. There was nothing but excellence enforced. I took foreign language in
second and third grade…The question of if I would attend college was never up
for discussion. The only question was where I would attend college.51
Through these earliest introductions, Jessica gained not only a sense of black
identity but also middle-class socialization. Her instructors enforced a rigid standard of
academic decorum that ensured that students would flourish beyond the classroom.
Jessica and her brother grew up surrounded by black intellectuals who provided
real world lessons on politics, arts, and culture. Her parents held graduate degrees, taught
at Morris Brown College and Atlanta University, and frequently entertained activists,
50
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Jessica Jackson, personal interview, 2009.
Jessica Jackson, personal interview, 2009.
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scholars, and local leaders.52 Although race may not have been a topic of discussion
during her childhood, Jessica was surrounded by people who were part of the black elite
and instrumental figures in the Atlanta civil rights movement.
My father went to Morehouse College and Benjamin E. Mays53 was someone that
he really respected…and periodically he would sometimes have dinner with Dr.
Mays. I was daddy’s girl so he would of course take me. I knew that Dr. Mays
was someone, again from a child’s eyes…perspective—I knew he was important.
I knew he was important…not because of his name or because he was just another
adult. I knew he was important because of how much my father respected him in
his demeanor, in his presence. I just didn’t know who he was at that time.54
Through her everyday interactions with family members, friends, and people in
her community, Jessica developed a sense of place and collective responsibility. This
collective responsibility was codified in the politics of respectability.
At the start of this chapter, I introduced Patricia who (like Jessica) grew up in the
black middle class. As the eldest daughter, every step of Patricia’s development was
entrenched in gendered performances of class. In addition to school, she attended classes
that focused on manners and etiquette. These lessons first occurred in the home and were
later enforced through community events sponsored by the neighborhood association.
Game nights, cookouts, and seminars where children could socialize were held each
week. These social events worked as a finishing school and ensured that children “knew
how to act in public.” This last point reveals that black parents were attempting to shape
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Black colleges are one of the major sites of social class and racial identity formation for African
Americans. Atlanta is unique in that it was home to four HBCUs: Spelman College, Morehouse College,
Morris Brown, and Atlanta University (Clark Atlanta), all four colleges were among the premier
institutions where the black middle class typically sent their children.
53
Dr. Benjamin E. Mays Perhaps was a distinguished African American minister, educator, scholar, and
social activist and longtime president of Morehouse College in Atlanta. He was a mentor to civil rights
leader Martin Luther King Jr. and an outspoken critic of segregation before the rise of the civil rights
movement in the United States.
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Jessica Jackson, personal interview, 2009.
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the public behavior of their children in white spaces. These programs were not practiced
solely in Patricia’s community; they were a normal part of socialization for black middleclass children and vital to the perpetuation of middle class life in the Deep South.
When we reached puberty. When we begin making that change towards
adulthood, they started having classes for us. I don’t know what they taught the
boys. But they were teaching us girls how to sit, how to walk…uh…making sure
we knew how to…that our table manners were impeccable. Hair and
grooming….And then they would have a party during the summer, once a week in
one of the homes in the neighborhood. And it was mostly children from the
neighborhood.55
The parents believed that embodying a middle-class aesthetic would protect their
children from the harsh realities of Jim Crow segregation once they left their segregated
world. As they taught Patricia social etiquette, decorum, and style, they were also
teaching her how to operate within the white world in which black women frequently
faced social indignities; at the same time, Patricia was developing a personal cartography
of her own (Higginbotham 1993; Hine 1996; Simmons 2015). These skills were of
special importance since they provided both male and female children access points that
were not so readily available to “everyday black folks.”56 Through their social graces,
black women developed “alternative self-images and [that would] shield [them] from
scrutiny” and to battle stereotypes that were focused on the hypersexualization of black
women (Hine 1989, 916).
This development of a classed identity was valuable in a Southern city in which
the racial hierarchy was predicated on the assumption that black bodies held no humanity.
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Patricia Scott, personal interview, 2010.
In making this point, I am referring to the ways in which African Americans have been painted
stereotypically in the histories, geographies, and everyday images painted by society. In some ways, the
concept of “everyday black folk” is a euphemism used to disparage the diversity of black communities.
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As a result, black middle-class southerners used respectability politics to navigate their
way through white supremacist spaces. These tactics allowed them to bypass some of the
blatant racism that defined the South. As a child, Patricia was unaware of the racism that
surrounded her. She grew up in a place where she was shielded from the harsh realities of
segregation that her working-class counterparts experienced.
We would go to different hotels. And my dad would go see if they had any
vacancies. And now I’m sure that…those stops were to find out if they took
colored people. They were able to…and I think a lot for our neighborhood shield
us from the harsh realities of racism. We were able to be more or less insolated
from some of the more demeaning parts of segregation. As in riding in the back of
the bus…Both of my parents had a car and they took us where we needed to go.57
The public spaces of the South were filled with terrors for working-class black
girls, and wealthy parents and relative could not intervene. Historian LaKisha Michelle
Simmons articulates the fear that many black girls faced growing up in segregated New
Orleans as follows:
Black girls knew, for example, the spaces that carried the threat of insult, sexual
violence, and sexual harassment; the spaces where young women were defined as
“respectable” or “bad”; the spaces where black girls were defined as outsiders;
and the spaces that provided some measure of safety. (Simmons 2015)
Through this mapping, Simmons exemplifies the specific challenges that young black
women faced in the urban spaces of the Jim Crow South.
Patricia’s parents managed her cartographies through their social class and
economic resources. Her mother was a reading specialist at an African American school
and her father was a postal worker in their community. The lives of her parents and their
neighbors were at times protected from the indignities brought on by segregation.
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Spelman College
Childhood laid the groundwork for middle class socialization. However, during
their formative young adult years these African American middle-class women mapped
personal cartographies that were saturated with class markers. I introduce the personal
cartographies of young women growing up in Atlanta to demonstrate how social class is
reproduced in collegiate environments, familial gatherings, and casual settings. While it
could be easy to gloss over these origins, they are part of a larger narrative that
deconstructs how African American lesbians transfer their class into the spaces they
occupy. One of these spaces is Spelman College, a private liberal arts and historically
black college for women in Atlanta.
For many African American middle-class families, Spelman College was an
island of belonging in a world fraught with danger and indifference toward their
daughters. As these women matured, they congregated in spaces that validated their
existence as middle-class black women. More than any other college, Spelman
epitomized a place where middle class consciousness could flourish. However, for
Patricia the school’s reputation was overshadowed by the colorism that occurred there.
It was by default, my mother wanted very much for me to go to Spelman. I was
adamant that I was not going to Spelman. At that time, the unofficial motto of
Spelman was light bright—damn near white. And I was not going any place
where all the light skin sisters went.58
Similar to other HBCUs, Spelman’s early history reflected colorism (i.e.
discrimination based on skin color). According to Russell et al., “A principal mission of
an HBCU was to groom the mulatto elite in the genteel mores of the bourgeoisie, while
58
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delivering strong traditional liberal arts education” (Russell, Wilson, and Hall 2013).
Although Spelman did offer young women a proper education that would reinforce their
class status, it was often exclusionary toward dark-skinned African American
applicants—who were perceived to be better suited for industrial education. The college
consequently acted as both an agent of socialization and ideological indoctrination for the
children of the elite and middle class and a mechanism of acculturation for upwardly
mobile working-class and low-income blacks (Frazier 1954).
When Helen B. graduated Spelman College in the early 1970s, she knew two
things: she was a lesbian and she wanted to move to Midtown. Like many other cities,
Atlanta’s neighborhoods were a mixture of various types of people: middle- and workingclass families, hippies, social radicals, and people who identified as LGBTQ (Spencer
2010). At the end of the summer following her graduation, she and her girlfriend moved
into a small one-bedroom garden apartment on 12th Street. It was a perfect location: it
was close to her job, near friends, and adjacent to a thriving LGBTQ entertainment
district. Helen also chose Midtown because it was far away from the watchful eyes of her
parents and people who knew her in her neighborhood of Cascade Heights.
The ability to remove herself from the geographies of her origins was essential to
Helen’s development as a young black woman in Atlanta. She acknowledged her
attraction to women during her senior year at Spelman but did not fully come out because
sexuality was a rather taboo topic.
During the time that I attended Spelman, women, especially black women were
expected to fall in line with traditional gender roles and expectations. As the
daughters of some of the best and most established black families in the city, we
were admonished that we should not bring shame upon our families. Pregnancy
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outside of marriage was the standard, but lesbianism was high on the list as well.
So…sexuality was never discussed at Spelman. It didn’t exist.59
This is not to suggest that Spelman existed in a world of complete innocence;
rather conversations around sex and sexuality were discouraged. As discussed earlier,
Spelman served as a site of middle class respectability but also worked as a factory of
decorum for young black women. These women grew up in middle-class environments
with the expectation that they would go to college and become leaders in their
communities. The faculty and administrators at Spelman stressed the same moral lessons
as Helen’s parents, thus ensuring no real break in continuity between her familial life and
school. As a third-generation Spelmanite, Helen worried about the erosion of her
reputation and knew that disclosing her sexual orientation would create friction within
her family. As a site that reproduced class, Spelman was significant in the development
of her personal cartographies.
When Jeshawna Andrews transferred to Spelman in 2007 as a sophomore, she
was attracted to the traditions and what the school represented. The socialization that
occurred at Spelman was enforced from the first day of class until graduation.
There is an understanding on this campus of what a Spelman student is. You need
to purchase 10 skirts and dresses because there is this expectation that during
orientation, this is what you are stepping into. There is a certain type of woman
who enters and leaves Spelman College: An already established iron maiden
woman. The Spelman woman is not only the constructed gender role—she is also
a wife to the Morehouse man.60
Jeshawna’s orientation into Spelman culture was part of a larger indoctrination
into middle class respectability. When speaking about the Spelman woman, she conjures
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the image a woman who is controlled, the ideal model of femininity, and a vessel of
heteronormativity. Jeshawna, who lived off campus with her girlfriend, felt restricted by
the expectations of the institution and its administration; the passage of time did not seem
to have changed the school’s class politics. The purchase of 10 white dresses and skirts
for the New Student Orientation Induction Ceremony is symbolic of dissemblance in that
the students’bodies and stereotypes are being covered by Spelman womanhood.
Ultimately, Spelman provides an example of class being transferred from place into the
personal cartographies of the women who attend it.
Cascade Heights
The personal cartographies and locations of the participants fluctuate as these
women move through space. In spaces outside of Spelman, they developed complex
notions of time and place. The women also altered their identities to conform to the class
expectations of a particular location. Helen Baxter experienced a similar reality when she
moved from her parents’ home in Cascade Heights to start a new life with her partner in
Midtown.
On Sundays, I would drive across town to my parents’ house in Cascade, and we
would attend church together. After church we would go home and have our
weekly dinner. During this time, each of the children would talk about school, our
careers or any other major events in our lives. My parents were always curious
about my life because I was living downtown in an area that they felt was full of
white trash and transient people who had no family or kinfolk around. It was fine
and well for other people’s children to live like that but not me…61
Helen’s socialization informs not only the spaces she finds acceptable but also
how she views these areas. She lives openly as a lesbian in Midtown, but she also travels
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home on the weekends to see her family. For instance, despite claiming space in
Midtown, Helen knew that her neighborhood was perceived as a site of white poverty and
criminality. When she talks about her Sundays in Cascade Heights, she describes a ritual
in which class is a compulsory part of the landscape. Her mother, and perhaps the rest of
the family as well, set expectations concerning how Helen should perform in that space.
For black middle-class women, negotiating their sexuality within black queer
cartographies was challenging. Unlike other LGBTQ people, it was often difficult for
these women to spatially segregate themselves from their families. They grew up in
communities where people knew their parents or members of their extended families or
had mutual acquaintances. No true splintering of cartographies occurred for Lisa
Johnson. She grew up in Cascade Heights, attended college out of state, and purchased a
home in Midtown upon moving back to Atlanta. Lisa’s personal cartographies are shaped
by her middle class familial environment, where she understood her family’s class-based
expectations.
It was night and day. I didn’t integrate them. My mother—while we didn’t talk
about it—I knew that she knew about it. She would not accept it. Instead, she
would speak to me about her friends children who were entering into marriages or
shared her hopes for my own [heterosexual] wedding…when I went home…to
my side of town, there was a freedom and accessibility that made me feel as if I
was living in another universe. My life in Midtown consisted of socializing with a
predominately lesbian crowd at house parties and other private social events. My
world (as a lesbian) and the world of my mama…where I played the dutiful
daughter were separated by a 20-minute drive.62
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Within the spaces of her familial home and community, Lisa was expected to exemplify
the image of a proper middle-class woman. The trajectory of her life was college,
marriage, and children, which reflected a compulsory middle class existence.
For others, the city validated their middle-class traits. Atlanta offered a gentile
reprieve for Laura Andrews, an editor who relocated to the city in 1989.
Atlanta is a black city! Whoo-Hoo. Atlanta is huge and is more middle classed in
a lot of areas than other places I’ve lived. My family is very middle class. …it
was a lot of black people…I could be light skin and educated and still considered
black.63
When Laura moved to Atlanta, she knew about its reputation as a middle-class
haven for African Americans. She also understood that despite the prevalence of colorism
that she experienced growing up in New Orleans, in Atlanta she was part of a tribe of
black women.
The Book Club
Charis Books and More is located at the corner of Euclid and Moreland Avenues
in the Lil’ Five Points, a small neighborhood in eastern Atlanta. As the oldest feminist
bookstore in the Southeast, Charis has gained a reputation as a significant social space for
the lesbians, feminists, and activists in the area.64 The bookstore hosts nationally known
scholars such as Alice Walker, Pearl Cleage, and bell hooks to speak about their work in
addition to weekly events meant to attract local residents.
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Charis Bookstore continued to gain the support of the lesbian community because of its location in
transitional neighborhood off of Moreland Avenue, "old, rundown neighborhood with lots of houses broken
down into apartments"(Sears 2001, 109). This neighborhood attracted a large segment of former college
students, activists and artists because of the cheap rents.
64

166

When I first visited Charis in the late 1990s, it was a rare occurrence for me to see
blacks. I found this perplexing as the store carried books, magazines, and other print
materials on black lesbians and black feminism. Most of the women with whom I came
into contact were white. When I moved back to Atlanta for my fieldwork, the bookstore
was promoting more diverse programming.
One Wednesday morning, I received an email from Tiffany Magwood, a friend I
had met through a contact, stating that a meeting would take place at Charis Bookstore.
She suggested that I attend the event, as it would allow me to meet some possible
participants for my research. The event, which was entitled “Books That Inspire You,”
was described as an informal gathering for women to discuss their favorite summer reads.
I arrived 10 minutes before the discussion, hoping to strike up some conversations with
other attendees. As more people entered the room, we created an enclosed circle. A quick
glance around the group revealed that all of the attendees were black. Some of the women
huddled together, laughing with familiarity; others were studying notes or flipping
through the books they had brought. Eventually, I was joined by Tiffany, a friend who
knew several of the women at the event and in the black lesbian community. She
suggested that I network after the meeting since a majority of the women in attendance
defined themselves as gay or queer.65
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As we introduced ourselves, each participant talked about the book that had had
the most impact on her life. The mention of titles such as Fanon’s Wretched of the Earth,
Audre Lorde’s Zami, bell book’s Feminist Theory: From Margin to Center, and Alice
Walker’s In Search of Our Mothers' Gardens: Womanist Prose made this informal
reading group feel more like a symposium. In addition to sharing our favorite readings,
we were also prompted to share something personal with the group. I looked forward to
getting some insight into who these women were and prepared to take notes.
The first person to speak was the group’s facilitator, a petite, young black woman
named Anna Jarvis who appeared to be in her late 20s. She had shoulder-length natural
hair that was flowing freely and was wearing a kaftan and Birkenstocks. She introduced
herself as follows:
Hello everyone. My name is Anna Jarvis. I am a graduate of Spelman College.
[subtle cheers from some of the women in the group] I am currently a Doctoral
student at Emory University, where I am enrolled in the Institute of the Liberal
Arts. My research focuses on…
She proceeded to introduce her book choice, Alice Walker’s In Search of Our
Mothers' Gardens. While summarizing the book, she smiled and described the text as her
introduction to feminist praxis—adding “This book was spiritual. It was the first piece of
feminist literature that I was introduced to as a young girl.”66 As she talked about other
texts written by Alice Walker, bell hooks, Barbara Smith, and Angela Davis, I observed
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other women in the group nodding their heads in recognition.67 After her introduction, the
other participants began to introduce themselves.
Attendee #2: My name is --------. I’m so happy to be here and join this
conversation. I just completed a Master’s in Economics from Chapel Hill and will
be entering Emory Law School in the Fall. I selected Toni Cade Bambara’s The
Salt Eaters. That book speaks with such an authentic black feminist voice.
Attendee #3: I already know most of you. We appear to travel in the same circles.
[laughs] But for those who don’t know me, my name is --------. I am from Atlanta
and live in Cascade. I have a Master’s in Africana Women’s Studies from Clark
[Atlanta] and currently work for a reproductive justice non-profit organization.
As we continued through the circle, each woman attending the event presented a
similar overview of her life, interests, and hobbies. The women had graduate and
undergraduate degrees from prestigious schools. They were extremely accomplished and
sophisticated. They were part of the multi-generational and solid black middle class that
controlled so much of the city. These social cues were not always obvious, but they were
vital to this study.
The markers of class were evident in our book discussion, as well as through
conversations that took place afterwards. As the official book club ended, we broke into
smaller groups and socialized. I discovered that most of the participants knew each other
from attending similar events. Lyndsey Jones, a PhD student from Emory, told me about
both a Queer Studies conference that was taking place in Decatur and a symposium
featuring Gloria Steinem and bell hooks that Spelman College was holding. These were
the types of events that women like me—and other women in this group—attended.
Speaking to Lyndsey and some of the other attendees, I developed a new understanding
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of black lesbian spaces and the role that class played within the selection of acceptable
space and social networks. Lyndsey proves this point in the following statement,
Atlanta is very cliquish and hierarchical, especially within the LGBTQ
community. It’s all about who you know and who you’re connected to. There’s
not a lot of cross pollination between groups. [I ask her for clarification]. We
typically hang around people from the same social groups of people. Like, I met
Anna, Monica, and Jeshawna because of our connection with Spelman and
Emory. We have similar interests. You know…art, social justice,
activism…typical lezzie hobbies. I met some of the other ladies here through
friends of friends…which helps. I don’t have to worry about screening them.68
In this statement Lyndsey reflects a caste system built on similarities. From her
personal interests to her academic background, her social class is evident. I was curious
who she was speaking about when she says, “I don’t have to worry about screening
them.”
Them. I don’t know. I guess I am referring to my selection process. I am very
particular in who I allow in my social circle. I don’t like drama. I don’t like mess.
I’m a very chill person. There’s a lot of folks in the community who are kinda
ratchet and ghetto. That’s partly why I stopped going out. I found the lesbian
clubs were to rowdy for me. Or they are in some suspect part of town. Like I
heard this one club moved to Vine City!!! Who is traveling to Vine City?69
Lyndsey is drawing a distinction between working- and middle-class bodies in
this statement. In her description of the club in Vine City, she felt out of place and unsafe.
Although these environments were LGBTQ inclusive, she did not view the black LGBTQ
communities at Spelman and Emory in a similar way as the clubs in Vine City. The
public talks, art galleries, and book clubs were specific sites that she considered safe and
that reflected a middle-class aesthetic. However, the spaces outside of these islands of
belonging were unfamiliar and generated feelings of dread.
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Lyndsey Jones, personal interview, 2011.
Lyndsey Jones, personal interview, 2011.
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When I invited Carrie Williams to visit a lesbian club with me, she responded,
“That’s a bit to hood for me. I would never go there with you or anyone else.”70 As an
upper-class, professional woman, she insinuated that visiting this particular club was
outside her range of comfort. When I shared her reaction with Azola Barnes, another
participant in this study, she responded sarcastically: “Can the people at the Menajarie
read?” For these women, the Menajerie represented the worst of black lesbian culture.
The women who attended the club were typically working class and chose to identify as
butch, stud, or femme.71 Through their dress and gender performance. The lesbians who
attended the menajerie embodied the stereotypes that middle-class lesbians hoped to
avoid. As historian Lillian Faderman argues, “propriety” is especially important for
middle-class lesbians, as “obvious lesbian behavior on the part of one member might cast
disgrace on the entire group” (Faderman 1991, 183). These characteristics were
particularly relevant for middle-class black women who faced continuing racism in the
New South and heterosexism in the black community (Collins 2005).
My own positionality as a 30-something African American lesbian and former
resident of Atlanta placed me in the company of a select group of black gay women
whose educational backgrounds or class mirrored my own. Many of the events I attended
were publically advertised, but they were often limited to established listservs and private
email lists.72 Throughout my attendance, I began to notice that events marketed as

70

Carrie Williams, personal interview, 2012.
Scholars have suggested that gender presentations that transgress traditional gender norms are tightly
linked to working class lesbian culture. For further reading see: Crawley 2001; Faderman 1991; Newton
1993.
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During this time, I attended a talk with bell hooks and Gloria Steinem on the campus Spelman College, a
book club meeting at Charis Bookstore (one of the South’s oldest and largest feminist bookstores), a Queer
Literature Conference at a public library, and a lesbian photography exhbiit.
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academic or cultural in nature attracted the same people and that a “class-inflicted nature”
emerged in these environments. Similar to the professional conferences that I have
attended during my tenure in graduate school, or consciousness-raising conversations of
the 1960s, these events attracted an exclusive sect of women.73
The appearance of class within the personal cartographies in this study is nothing
new. As I attempted to understand African American middle-class lesbians, class
remained a common marker of the spaces these women moved through. In fact, class
distinctions of one form or another permeated most of the sites I entered. In some
environments, subtle references or inquiries to one’s class status would emerge.
Questions such as “What do you do?” and “What school did you attend?” were often
laced with undertones meant to define one’s pedigree, familial connections, and
placement in the caste system of black gay Atlanta. Again, the proliferation of class was
evident in multiple sites and influenced how these women interacted and claimed space.
For the middle- and upper-class African American women who participated in
this study, class status created a counternarrative to stereotypes concerning black female
sexuality. It also provided them with the social capital needed to access certain spaces
while simultaneously influencing what spaces they would enter. These processes were
vital to the construction of their local geographies and personal cartographies. In the
following chapter I examine how African American lesbians created islands of belonging
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One of the shortcomings of this study is that I was unable to fully engage with working-class African
American lesbians in the city. As discussed in Chapter 3, gaining access to a community is dependent on
having access to those individuals who are influential and well known in the community, and have some
tangible tie to the community. While I attended a few events that could be classified as working-class, they
were normally held late at night and in areas of town that would be considered derelict, therefore unsafe for
me to travel to alone.
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that reflect their racial, class, and sexual orientation. I also reflect on the findings
presented in the current chapter and consider the future of black queer cartographies.
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Chapter 7 Conclusion: The Territorialization of Black Queer Cartographies
When I conceived of this project so many years ago, I did not imagine how
significant the work’s larger impact would be; or how other Southern queer scholars were
beginning to interrogate how their own identities showed up in the landscape (Capo, Jr.
2017; Eaves 2015). I had not truly grappled with the various LGBTQ milestones being
reached in the background that would alter the political and culture landscape of not only
the South but the world in general. During the years that I was beginning to work on this
project, a number of federal and local laws that ushered in a political reconstruction for
LGBTQ people were passed. The changes included the California Supreme Court’s
ruling that a law limiting opposite-sex couples was unconstitutional; President Barack
Obama’s creation of a federal hate crime bill in 2009; the repeal of “Don’t Ask, Don’t
Tell” legislation in 2011; and the legalization of same-sex marriage in 2015. In real time,
LGBTQ people were claiming not only space but also political power and agency
through activism.
Within this dissertation, I have attempted to uncover the black queer cartographies
that were vital to creating islands of belonging for African American lesbians. I also
hoped to present a counternarrative that depicted the South as region that is hostile
toward marginalized people. While much has been written about the racial relations and
segregation practices in the South, these works have constantly ignored the “hidden
transcripts” created by African American LGBTQ people who live there (Scott 1990).
Instead, the histories of these people—and of their white counterparts—have been
removed from the larger queer topographies and reflected only tearful stories of
abandonment and rejection (Moore 2011). If metropolitan cities such as New York City
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and Los Angeles serve as a reference point for queer visibility for children growing up in
the nether regions of the US, then the South is by default painted as a place from which
one must escape (Herring 2010). It is from this point that my work departs.
When I began this research almost 10 years ago, LGBTQ issues were slowly
beginning to gain ground. A normalization of queer identities occurred with the advent of
television shows such as The L Word, True Blood, and RuPaul’s Drag Race and others
that presented relatable situations. Nonetheless, the mainstreaming of queer people was
not subsequently universally observed. Gay people existed in the margins or as
supplements to diverse representations, but they were not fully acknowledged.
Although society was attempting to shift, the federal government was less
amendable. Queer oppression was codified in the defunding of HIV research, the denial
of domestic partner benefits, and the passing of “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” legislation that
offered only partial rights to LGBTQ service members. Under President George W.
Bush’s administration, conservatives joined religious communities in developing
programs that promoted traditional family values. These programs resulted in the
defunding of LGBTQ programs and a subtle demonization of queer culture.
When Senator Barack Obama was elected the 44th U.S. President, a shift in racial
and sexual politics appeared imminent. When the Defense of Marriage Act was struck
down in 2013, thousands of same-sex couples viewed it as the ultimate step toward gay
liberation. Everything would be better. And yet…skepticism existed. Despite this
moment of triumph, insufficient attention was being paid to other intersecting issues,
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including poverty, homelessness, transgender rights, and racial inequality in LGBTQ
communities. It was against these backdrops that this dissertation was developed.
In examining the spatialization of black queer cartographies, I have described a
multi-tiered process through which regionalism, race, gender, and sexuality have
influenced how these personal cartographies evolved. This work was partially motivated
by my interest in the lack of conversations surrounding non-white LGBTQ people and a
desire to create counternarratives for these queer cartographies. As I toiled with the
ramifications of these political advances, I developed a more nuanced understanding of
queer spaces and queer communities. By specifically addressing black queer
cartographies, this work expands current and societal understandings of queer life.
In looking at everyday practices of citizenship that “involve an identification with
the state, a sense of belonging to a whole, a definition of memberships equals, or
entitlement to making claims to the state,” this dissertation has explored the unspoken
racial and social codes that are active in the socio-spatial development of black queer
cartographies during a time when blackness remains invisible in queer geographies and
gay histories (Prokhovnik 1998, 85). In this concluding chapter, I identify specific islands
of belonging that are mapped onto black queer cartographies.
A Search for Place, A Search for Home
Atlanta has become a proverbial “homeplace” that both disrupts and challenges
the hegemonic and homonormative nature of gay communities and culture. I am
interested in questions of citizenship and how African American lesbians both
appropriate space and use their bodies (i.e. presence) and performances (i.e. gayness) to
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claim full citizenship. In identifying these spaces, I explore how queer identities and
desire for community have created “imagined communities” that are not always visible
on standard maps (Anderson 1991).
According to bell hooks and others, a visible black gay community has always
resided within the larger black community—but a privileging and acceptance of gay
black men has not necessarily been extended to black women (hooks 1989). However, a
noticeable visibility of these women has appeared in the landscape of Atlanta in several
instances. For example, as a teenager, Patricia recalls seeing a black lesbian couple.
While she didn’t have the words for it, she intuitively saw black women on Auburn
Avenue who she knew they were gay and even flirted with one slightly.74 Scholars have
documented the presence of black LGBTQ people in African American communities.
Despite the possibility of homophobia is particularly dangerous for Black lesbians
because it is so insidious. There have always been acceptable places for gay Black
men to retreat and escape from the danger, i.e., the “choir queen” or the Black gay
man who embraces the white gay community. But as Black gay women, we
haven’t been interested in removing ourselves from our families or communities
because we understand the importance of that connection. (Gomez and Smith
1991, 55)
African American lesbians in Atlanta founded several political organizations, social
clubs, and entertainment venues where they could solidify their community.
For African American lesbians, the search for a community was closely tied to
their cultural and familial backgrounds. In Call to Home: African Americans Reclaim the
Rural South, Carol B. Stack unpacks how black Southerners “set about appropriating
local time and memory and blood and symbols for intimate community purposes of their
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Interview with Patricia Scott. October 12, 2010.
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own” (Stack 1996, xv). For these members of the black gay community in the American
South, Atlanta presents a nuanced version of the traditional Southern city—which has
typically been dominated by black and white racial issues. It instead conveys an
understanding of the places, spaces, and organizations that have created this new black
gay mecca.
Women who came out in the 1970s and 1980s, developed house parties, potlucks,
and card parties. These women also socialized in private spaces that were beyond the
gaze of the public. As a result, the African American lesbian scene was constantly
evolving.
We Had a Lot to Lose…Creating the Space
As evidenced throughout this dissertation, African American lesbians are part of
the queer palimpsest but absent from popular culture representations, academic
scholarship, and histories. Multiple reasons exist for this, as discussed in this dissertation.
However, when writing about the black queer cartographies of African American
lesbians, it is important to note how the spaces appropriated by black lesbians differ from
those used by black gay men. African American lesbians can be located in three spaces
where they connect: 1) private house parties, 2) LGBTQ and local political organizations,
and 3) (most recently) commercial venues and social networks.
House Parties
For black lesbians, the process of socializing initially consisted of private
gatherings that were held behind closed doors and among friends. These first venues were
normally supported and hosted by professional women who did not necessarily reveal
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their sexuality due to their social status in the African American community and the city
at large; this was similar to what was happening in the white lesbian community (Newton
1993).75 African American lesbians communicated and socialized in spaces that were
constantly shifting. The spaces were never truly permanent.
The lack of physical establishments that hosted African American same-genderloving women during the 1980s facilitated the need for private spaces. Helen describes
how these spaces developed during the 1980s and 1990s:
Black women were already at the bottom of the totem pole sociologically
speaking. Economically speaking as well. They had a lot to lose. Most of the
organizations were secret. There may have been 10 friends. That was going on all
over the city. Some of these people were well heeled or politically involved and
had to be extremely closeted. So many of the organizations that black lesbians
were involved in were secret societies.76
Atlanta’s LGBTQ community found several welcoming organizations, resources,
and neighborhoods where they could flourish. Yet to understand the dynamics of the gay
community in Atlanta, it is important to recognize that the culture of the South
fundamentally contributed to developing a gay culture different from that of the North.
Furthermore, while it is known that racial and social inequalities existed in the South,
African Americans who were also gay faced several other issues that often made it a
challenge for them to gather without a fear of retribution.

In an interview that I conducted with Brenda Banks, the first African American woman to occupy the
office of State Archivist for the State of Georgia, she revealed that there existed a network “within a
network of women” in Atlanta who were nearly invisible. These women were often not only comprised of
lesbians, but the wives of political figures who were engaged in same sex relationships.
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Helen Baxter, personal interview, 2010.
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Social Organizations
During the early 1990s, organizations such as Positive Black Lesbians, Sisterlove,
Sistaography, Afrekete, Sophisticated Ladies, and ZAMI developed as extensions to the
house parties. These organizations were located all over the city and offered supportive
networks for gay black women who were interested in connecting, networking, and
bonding with other same-gender-loving women. One such organization that provided a
source of meaning for young black gay women was Afrekete. formally the Spelman
College Lesbians Bisexual Alliance.
When I was there, it seemed to be on an uprising. It was exciting cause people
were coming together. Most of the people who were there were from Atlanta, or
other parts of Georgia. You know moving from the country to the big city type of
thing. I know that AAGLA was formed when I was there, but I saw what was
happening on the edges. Compared to some place in New York, I think they were
a bit behind….I think Chicago and Atlanta were neck in neck. Atlanta was on an
upswing and moving up. people WERE COLLEGE EDUCATED AND wanted to
do something on race, sexuality. They were just sick of white gay everything. If it
was gay, it was white—Piedmont Park, feminist bookstore, and Outwrite
books….I don’t remember there being a black gay pride celebration at that
point.77
Afrekete is an undergraduate lesbian-identified organization that operates on the
campus of Spelman College. Such spaces and the ability to create them made it possible
for African American lesbians to create a thriving community in the city. The group
meets weekly on campus and is part of the larger representational gay community in
Atlanta. The young women who attend the meetings often speak of the “community
bond,” “feelings of sisterhood,” and “safe spaces” that exist for them within this
collective. As these women negotiate their multiple identities as black, gay, college-
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educated, and presumably upper-class women, Afrekete provides a space through which
their identities are merged.
The social spaces of African American lesbians began to change during the early
1990s as several organizations became more social and focused on the club circuit.
Younger generations of women, who were not affected by the more stringent codes of
racial and sexual etiquette, began to branch out and have experiences that mirrored those
of gay men. Newer commercial spaces became centers of belonging, identity, and
community formation. Social spaces colonized by the black lesbian community in various
spaces in Atlanta are described below.
During the period of this study, approximately 35 organizations advertised in
Venus Magazine, one of the first black LGBTQ publications that explicitly targeted or
was established by members of the African American LGBTQ community. Several of
these organizations specifically served African American lesbians. A slow evolution from
house parties to secret societies and organizations publically advertised in Venus was
taking place. As noted above, organizations such as Positive Black Lesbians, Sisterlove,
Sistaography, Afrekete, Sophisticated Ladies, and ZAMI developed during the early
1990s and provided social and intellectual spaces for mostly middle-and-upper class
women to meet.
African American Lesbians have united through the space of community work
and activism. For instance, Southerners On New Ground (SONG), a group of black and
white lesbians who used an intersectional framework to address inequality. AALGA, a
group that emerged in the mid-1980s focused more on developing and supporting the
181

burgeoning African American LGBTQ community. These organizations provided a vital
communal space for African American lesbians to create community.
Commercial Venues and Social Networking
A third and final way that lesbians began to congregate in Atlanta is through
commercial venues (notably social clubs and bars) and social networking sites. This third
group of spaces was often initially not motivated by capitalist desires. Some members of
the African American lesbian community were involved in a form of political and social
activism during the 1970s to early 1990s. However, with the exception of a few
organizations the number of “official” spaces that were integrated (in terms of class, race,
gender, and sexuality) and existed beyond the general bar/club scene declined
noticeably.78
As gay men and women began to move from individual identities to collective
sexual identities during the post-World War II era, distinctions in class emerged
(Rushbrook 2002; Nero 2005). Scholars have documented how clubs and bars were the
major site of gay identity formation and congregation and offered a sanctuary against the
threat of homophobia, discrimination, and rejection from families and friends (Valentine
1993; Cresswell 1996; Oswin 2008). While gay men were more likely to socialize across
classes, middle- and working-class women did not move within the same circles
(Kennedy and Davis 1993, 43). Black gay women of means created and located their own
communities. Instead of going to bars, they socialized at house parties in their own
communities. Whereas working-class women frequented lesbian bars with comfort and
In defining a space as official, I am not using the literal government mandated terminology, instead I am
arguing that certain locations within gay communities may be infamous as locus of identities, especially for
curious, undefined and new members of the LGBTQ community.
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ease, middle-class black women had to be discreet in moving through these spaces. In
this work, I would like to emphasize how the familial background of these women greatly
influenced how this generation of women acted on their same-sex attraction (Skeggs
1997; Collins 2005).
House parties: they were mixed. All of my closest friends were gay men. I
couldn’t have a party without them. It was primarily black. I think the idea was
that whites had all the bars to go to without the hassle and blacks were trying to
create a safe and welcoming environment that they could enjoy without the
hassle. That was part of the house party circuit. That is why we did it.79
Bar Culture
In writing this dissertation, I intentionally tried to remove the narrative that makes
nightclubs the primary center of belonging for African American LGBTQ people.
However, bars were in some cases vital sites of belonging, activism, and collective
identity for this population. The earliest bars in Atlanta were frequently omitted from
local maps, their locations a secret that was whispered and passed along to potential
patrons through word of mouth (Faderman 1991; Knopp 1995; Hawkeswood 1996). To
maintain social order, these gay bars and clubs were isolated from the general population.
For African American lesbians, the invisibility of these venues provided a space where
their queer identities were normalized and performances of gender were embraced (10).
I remember the first time I went to a gay club, I was overwhelmed. I'd never seen
anything like that before. My friends and I went to a club called “Metropolis,” in
Columbia, South Carolina. The club itself was large in size and had drawn a
crowd of mostly white men, white women, dancers, and drag queens. I remember
jus' standing there, feeling intimidated and liberated, and jus' feeling apart of
something that was so foreign and familiar and accepting and right all at the same
time. And then I discovered the “Candy Shop,” which was the black gay club in
79
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the area. I thought I'd found home. It was truly a hole in the wall. It was small and
I swear they played the same tape every week, but it was like a refuge for people
who looked like me and felt like me and who I identified with on multiple levels.
It was a place where we went and found community within our larger
community.80
The desire to create African American lesbians to develop islands of belonging
are related to the vast racial differences that exist within the larger LGBTQ community,
as three decades later a racial divide remains within the gay community (Chauncey 1994;
Howard 1997; Johnson 2008). Their inability to gain entrance into several gay
establishments became a source of contention for many gay African Americans. Several
clubs in Atlanta had unspoken rules concerning African Americans admittance. For black
men, who typically had more spending power, the ability to gain access to various spaces
remained limited. For instance, as a young college student in the city, James D. Hardy
comments on the door policy at Backstreets, a popular midtown bar that required three or
more IDs (Hardy 1998). Helen echoes this sentiment: “Atlanta’s gay scene was very
segregated. It was difficult for blacks to go places…to get into certain clubs.”81 In Atlanta
these spaces were further segregated by gender, in addition to race.
Finding these spaces was difficult at times, as the bars’ locations were blanketed
in secrecy. Due to the lack of property ownership among party promoters and
gentrification and urbanization processes, gay spaces seldom enjoy stable locations. An
example of this transient nature of gay spaces can be found in the party circuit known as
Girls in the Night, which threw various parties throughout Atlanta from 1998 to 2002. Its
Friday parties drew women not only from the city but also from surrounding states who
viewed the events as more welcoming than the typical gay bars in their small towns.
80
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Black Gay Pride
While these bars and clubs remained hidden from view, Gay Pride celebrations
were marketed and advertised not only to the gay community but to the general public as
well. The emergence of women’s music festivals, film festivals, and gay pride events
during the late 1970s presented additional spaces for the lesbian and gay communities to
gather. Outside the spaces of everyday life, Gay Pride Festivals were meant to showcase
pride in one’s sexual orientation, as well as to showcase urban socio-spatial communities
for insiders and outsiders alike (including potential community members). The events
varied in size and reflected both the population of the communities and the influence of
the gay leaders who planned the festivities. While creating spaces of “belonging” for the
LGBTQ community, these events also reproduced “hegemony materialized” in the spaces
of pride and tourism—where certain representations of gayness reinforced exclusionary
boundaries within the gay landscape.
In Atlanta, the annual gay pride celebration is significant not only as a safe space
for LGBTQ people but also as a recognized citywide event where queerness is consumed
and sexual difference is fetishized (Rushbrook 2002). This performance of gender
becomes a highly visual process in which members of the gay community are constantly
under the gaze of the public. Although the larger Atlanta Gay Pride was often portrayed
as “desexualized space,” it remained under the control of the city’s gay elite (Binnie
2004). Consequently, while Pride allowed a place where numerous gay African
Americans felt able to express their sexuality openly, some felt disconnected from the
experience.
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Black Gay Pride is held over Labor Day Weekend each year in Atlanta. The fourday celebration features thousands of queer African Americans from both the city and
beyond. Atlanta Gay Pride (which is referred to as “white pride” by some) is marked by
signs and advertisements across the city, whereas Black Gay Pride instead works in a
paradoxical space in which everyday practices are altered by the presence of gay
bodies—including black gay bodies. For lesbians, gender and sexual identities and
performances mark them not only as transgressive but also as “othered” in the larger
structuring of the political workings of Black Gay Pride, which is managed by black gay
men. For many members of the gay community, Black Gay Pride is one of the few events
where one can connect ethnicity with sexuality. Within this space of belonging and
inclusion, African American lesbians create and celebrate Atlanta as a home. It is
considered a safe space away from the scrutiny of the public, particularly Atlanta’s
African American community.
Although Atlanta has enjoyed a rich history of minimal racial tension, the
growing presence of African American lesbians has created a contested terrain in which
the white gay community’s needs and desires cannot always be assumed to represent
those of everyone. For black gay women, the ability to find religious, social, and cultural
organizations that nurture and encourage their multiple identities is essential to the
preservation and maintenance of a vibrant African American lesbian community. While
gay men and lesbians are generally being more widely accepted, several barriers to
acceptance remain for LGBTQ people of color. While Atlanta might not be seen as
exemplary of the entire Southern region, it does present a model of how various resources
might provide a solid infrastructure for a black gay community to flourish and evolve.
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Throughout this study, Atlanta in particular and the South more generally have
been described as spaces that are contrary to modernity and incapable of sustaining
LGBTQ landscapes of value. The history of African Americans in the South is a story of
generations of people who have combated prejudice and social injustice in a region
defined by race and the history of slavery (Stack 1996; Cobb 2005). Histories have
outlined the oppression of minorities in the American South and considered the ways in
which they managed to appropriate geographic spaces that reflected their racial, class,
and sexual identities (Shaw 1996; Daniel 2000). While firmly rooted in the South,
Atlanta remains separated from the very regional landscape that defines most of its
culture and history.
The active political mobilization of black LGBTQ people in Atlanta, the rise in
conservatism, and the emergence of the city as a cosmopolitan center creates a context
for the New New South. In Atlanta, multiple ideologies that conflate how one views and
lives in the city emerge. For black lesbians, these developments have been extremely
significant since “black diasporic histories and geographies are difficult to track and
cartographically map” (McKittrick 2011). In exploring these particular black
geographies, this work has mapped out those spaces that are typically ignored.
The growth of LGBTQ populations in the last year has created conversations
around visibility in the last decade. What was once viewed as an identity that was
dominated by white gay hegemony is now creating a nuanced understanding of LGBTQ
people. While this dissertation provides a historical examination of black queer spaces
and people, it was also meant to help render an expansive new understanding of black
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identities. It also does something else: it helps to flush out our assumptions concerning
LGBTQ identities. Multiple explorations of gay people, especially images that exist in
popular culture, have revealed that black people are being actively erased in places where
two identities meet. In some ways, a desire to separate and spatially segregate
black/female/lesbians exists. Most of the women I interviewed found this problematic, to
say the least. At the same time, realistic and authentic portrayals of African American
LGBTQ people have increased in the past decade. This does not mean that an
overabundance of black lesbian images exists, merely that the doors are slowly opening.
Coda
“Calling all our Latinos, Latinas & everyone that loves a little Latin flavor! It’s
time to party tonight!”82
On June 12, 2016, a gay dance nightclub in Orlando was the scene of the deadliest
mass shooting by a single gunman in U.S. history. During the attack, 53 people were
injured and 49 were killed. Gunman Omar Mateen entered the establishment at 2 am and
opened fire on the crowd of more than 300. As the news flashed cross my television,
social media platforms, and push notifications, I grimaced. The one place that I imagined
was off the radar was ground zero.
As I write about this horrific event today, it feels almost naïve of me to imagine
that we were immune from the violence that appears to plague so much of this country.
Like so many queer people of my generation, I have been shrouded in our post-gay
privilege of unconditional acceptance. Gay pride is no longer A site of protest and
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Six hours before the mass shooting at Pulse Nightclub, this message appeared on the club’s Facebook
page advertising a night marketed to Hispanic and Latino people.
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transgression; it is another stop on the campaign trail and the dream of corporate
sponsors.83 The formerly run-down neighborhoods that once hid LGBTQ spaces from the
public are now fully gentrified and draw a more diverse population to what were once
havens. And yet, I was shocked.
I never visited Pulse, and yet I knew Pulse. I had attended Pulse in other cities.
The mechanics of the club, the crowd, the theme nights, and the spectacle were all
familiar to me. Music playing loudly and drag queens performing are the chronic sounds
that one hears when entering such clubs. The knowledge that one can take off one’s other
faces and exist in a world away from scrutiny is the promise that these spaces provide.
Despite my decision to write about islands of belonging that are beyond The Gay Club, I
cannot deny that this space is vital to our being.84 When the gunman slaughtered patrons
at Pulse, he was also attacking an ideology that was built on accessible space.
For many LGBTQ people, these spaces existed not in a vacuum but as a sort of
gay country club. We went there. We socialized. We networked. We met strangers and
fell in love. This post-gay description of nightclubs is vital to understanding the amount
of horror and dread that the Pulse shootings created for many younger queer people. In
the minds of younger LGBTQ people, these spaces are not only safe, but also
untouchable. Yet when I reflect my interviews with older members of the LGBTQ
community, I recall conversations in which The Gay Club was a contested space filled
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In recent years, Gay Pride organizations have come under attack for accepting corporate sponsorship and
monies to underwrite parades and other celebrations connected to pride. This year, in New York,
Minneapolis, Washington, DC, Pride celebrations were interrupted by an organization called No Justice,
No Peace who wanted to draw attention to social justice issues that intersected with the LGBTQ
community.
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I capitalize The Gay Club to mark its significance as a site of queer identity, but also to demonstrate the
generic nature of this space. The Gay Club is universal in intent, no matter the location.

189

with excitement, paranoia, fun, fear, and anxiety. For this older generation, gay clubs
were always the target of violence, in the form of police raids, random homophobia, and
rigid bar laws. The Gay Club was a space of belonging, but also a space that was
fleeting.”
Although I gasped at the horror at what had occurred at Pulse, it was not lost on
me that most of the victims were gay people of color. This was not only a hate crime
carried out against sexual minorities; the intent was to eradicate the Latino and black
queers who visited that night—and through their multiple oppressions were seeking a
place where they might find home.
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APPENDIX A : Cover of Jet Magazine, 1954

The February 1954 JET cover story entitled, “Women Who Fall for Lesbians” validates the
presence of lesbians within all black spaces.
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APPENDIX B: Cover of Jet Magazine, January 1953

The January 1953 issue of JET Magazine.
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APPENDIX C: Semi Structured Interview Questions for Pilot Study, 2009
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

Where were you raised? Where are you from?
Tell me about your family and how you grew up.
What role did education play in your life early on?
Did religion play a role in your life growing up?
Does your family know about your sexual orientation?
How does your family feel it?
Does religion have an effect on how your view your sexuality?

8. When did you realize that you were gay or attracted to women?
9. Did you notice LGBTQ people when you were younger or in school?
10. What age did you actively seek out women?
11. When did you come out?
12. Tell me about that process.
13. Would you say that coming out or living your life as a gay black woman was
hard?
14. Tell me about going to your first gay club. Describe the people, environment
etc.
15. How important are these clubs in the coming out process?
16. What was the racial makeup of the clubs you attended?
17. Were these clubs black or white or mixed?
18. Were there other LGBTQ spaces that visited?
19. What you think about gender roles?
20. Do you use labels?
21. Do you identify as masculine or feminine role? Do you feel like you have to?
22. Do you feel that being open about your sexuality or being out is acceptable?
23. When di you move to Atlanta?
24. What brought you there?
25. Tell me about your experiences as a gay, black woman.
26. Why do you think so many black LGBTQ move there?
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APPENDIX D: Online Advertisement for Research Study
Subject: Seeking African American Lesbian/Gay/Same Gender Loving Women for
Research
I am seeking African American women who identify as Lesbian Gay Bisexual Trans
Queer and Same Gender Loving women who reside in the South. This research will be
used as part of a larger dissertation project that will focus on the experiences LGBTQ
women in the Urban South in an effort to interrogate how race, gender and sexuality
influence the construction of Southern identities and how this presence alters the cultural
landscape of the South. In particular, this research will seek women who may have had
one or more of the following experiences:
1. Moved from the North or rural Southern communities to the urban South upon
realizing you were gay;
2. Grew up in the South and chose to remain there as gay identifying people;
3. Relocated from the South in the last two years, but still consider it home;
4. Attended college in the South and were/are involved with LGBTQ/Queer life there;
5. Same gender loving women who may not be involved in the "gay scene" but still
consider the South a good place to develop community;
I will begin interviewing women in the city of Atlanta area during the month of July and
August 2010. I am looking for gay women (in and out of the closet), activists, and queer
women who my not classify themselves at all. I am also looking for couples to interview
together. If you are interested in this project or would like more information, please feel
free to contact me and include the following information in your response.
Name:
Current Location:
Email:
Occupation:
Since this study involves questions of sexuality, your participation in this study is
completely voluntary, confidential and anonymous.
Thank you in advance for taking the time out to consider participation in this study.
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APPENDIX E: COVER LETTER TO PARTICIPANTS IN STUDY
To Participant:
Thank you for your interest in this survey that will examine how African American gay
and lesbian women claim space in the Urban South. The findings from this research will
be used as part of a larger dissertation project that will focus on the experiences Lesbian
Gay Bisexual Trans Queer and same gender loving women to understand how their
concepts of race, sexuality and class might influence their construction of Southern
identities and place.
The person in charge of this study is Aretina Hamilton, a Doctoral Candidate in the
Department of Geography at the University of Kentucky. She is being guided in this
research by Dr. Richard Schein.
Although you will not get personal benefit from taking part in this study, your responses
may help us understand how African American queer identities are constructed and
nurtured in the South. In addition, since this study involves questions of sexuality, your
participation in this study is completely voluntary, confidential and anonymous. No
names will appear or be used on research documents, publications or presentations.
Furthermore, outside of the Primary Investigator and her immediate advisor, no one will
know that any information you provided came from you, or that you participated in this
study. There will be no way to identify your responses.
If you are interested in participating in this study please follow the link provided below or
cut and paste the link into your web browser: www.qualtrics.com
This survey should last approximately 30 minutes.
If you have any questions regarding this study please feel to contact me directly. Lastly,
if you have complaints, suggestions, or questions about your rights as a research
volunteer, feel free to contact the staff in the University of Kentucky’s Office of Research
Integrity at 859-257-9428 or toll-free at 1-866-400-9426.
Thank you in advance for your participation with this important project.
Sincerely,
Aretina R. Hamilton, Principal Investigator
Department of Geography/Graduate School, University of Kentucky
PHONE: 404-993-7534
E-MAIL: aretina.hamilton@uky.edu
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APPENDIX F: Consent Letter to Participate in Research Study
‘I’d thought I’d found home’: African American Lesbians and the Act of Claiming Space
In the American South.’
WHY ARE YOU BEING INVITED TO TAKE PART IN THIS RESEARCH?
You are being invited to take part in a research study about the experiences Lesbian Gay
Bisexual Trans Queer (LGBTQ) and same gender loving women and how their concepts
of race, sexuality and class might influence their construction of Southern identities and
place. You are being invited to take part in this research study because you have
identified yourself as a member of the LGBTQ community. If you volunteer to take part
in this study, you will be one of about 60 people to do so.
WHO IS DOING THE STUDY?
The person in charge of this study is Aretina Hamilton, a doctoral candidate at the
University of Kentucky, Department of Geography. She is being guided in this research
by Dr. Richard Schein. There may be other people on the research team assisting at
different times during the study.
WHAT IS THE PURPOSE OF THIS STUDY?
By doing this study, we hope to learn advance current discussions on gay and queer
identities in the United States by focusing on the lives of African American women who
are marginalized by their ethnic/racial identities and sexual preference. This project will
gather information that will explore how these women create and claim space in the
urban South. In carrying out this research, we also hope to develop a better
understanding of how race, gender and sexual identities have shaped the cultural
landscape of the urban South, and to locate how the performance of “gayness”
contributes to the acceptance or rejection of this act.
ARE THERE REASONS WHY YOU SHOULD NOT TAKE PART IN THIS STUDY?
There are no reasons that the participant should not take part in this study. Your
confidentiality will be fully protected.
HOW LONG WILL IT LAST?
The web-based survey will take approximately 30 minutes.
WHAT WILL YOU BE ASKED TO DO?
Participants will complete a web-based survey through a link. Participants in each group
will be placed together by chance.
WHAT ARE THE POSSIBLE RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS?
To the best of our knowledge, the things you will be doing have no more risk of harm
than you would experience in everyday life.
WILL YOU BENEFIT FROM TAKING PART IN THIS STUDY?
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There is no guarantee that you will get any benefit from taking part in this
study. However, some people have experienced a level of comfort in sharing their lives,
backgrounds and concerns. In addition, your willingness to take part, however, may, in
the future, help society, as a whole better understand this research topic.
DO YOU HAVE TO TAKE PART IN THE STUDY?
If you decide to take part in the study, it should be because you really want to
volunteer. You will not lose any benefits or rights you would normally have if you
choose not to volunteer. You can stop at any time during the study and still keep the
benefits and rights you had before volunteering.
IF YOU DON’T WANT TO TAKE PART IN THE STUDY, ARE THERE OTHER
CHOICES?
If you do not want to take part in the study, you may choose the option to participate in a
face-to-face interview. If you would like to schedule an interview, please contact the
primary researcher at aretina.hamilton@uky.edu. Interviews will be conducted at a local
venue that is accessible to the participants and in an environment that is provides privacy
and security during the interview. The interviewer will conduct at least two interviews,
which will last 1 to 2 hours. Additional interviews may be requested and are
optional. The total amount of time you will be asked to volunteer for this study is at least
2 hours over the next year.
WHAT WILL IT COST YOU TO PARTICIPATE?
There are no costs associated with taking part in the study directly. However, you may
have to pay for the cost of getting to the study site and a parking fee.
WILL YOU RECEIVE ANY REWARDS FOR TAKING PART IN THIS STUDY?
You will not receive any rewards or payment for taking part in the study.
WHO WILL SEE THE INFORMATION THAT YOU GIVE?
We will make every effort to keep private all research records that identify you to the
extent allowed by law. Your information will be combined with information from other
people taking part in the study. When we write about the study to share it with other
researchers, we will write about the combined information we have gathered. You will
not be personally identified in these written materials. We may publish the results of this
study; however, we will keep your name and other identifying information private.
We will make every effort to prevent anyone who is not on the research team from
knowing that you gave us information, or what that information is. Interviews will be
downloaded to a secure password protected computer which will be secured by the
Primary Investigator. In addition, any other data collected from this research will be
placed on an external hard drive which will also be password protected.
We will keep private all research records that identify you to the extent allowed by
law. However, there are some circumstances in which we may have to show your
information to other people. For example, we may be required to show information
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which identifies you to people who need to be sure we have done the research correctly;
these would be people from such organizations as the University of Kentucky.
The researcher cannot guarantee that other focus group participants will keep everyone’s
identity and/other information discussed during the focus group confidential.
CAN YOUR TAKING PART IN THE STUDY END EARLY?
If you decide to take part in the study you still have the right to decide at any time that
you no longer want to continue. You will not be treated differently if you decide to stop
taking part in the study.
The individuals conducting the study may need to withdraw you from the study. This
may occur if you are not able to follow the directions they give you, if they find that your
being in the study is more risk than benefit to you, or if the agency funding the study
decides to stop the study early for a variety of scientific reasons.
WHAT IF YOU HAVE QUESTIONS, SUGGESTIONS, CONCERNS, OR
COMPLAINTS?
Before you decide whether to accept this invitation to take part in the study, please ask
any questions that might come to mind now. Later, if you have questions, suggestions,
concerns, or complaints about the study, you can contact the investigator, Aretina
Hamilton at 404-993-7534. If you have any questions about your rights as a volunteer in
this research, contact the staff in the Office of Research Integrity at the University of
Kentucky at 859-257-9428 or toll free at 1-866-400-9428. We will give you a signed
copy of this consent form to take with you.
Please print this letter as documentation should you have any questions regarding this
study.
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APPENDIX G: Qualtrics Survey Instrument
Q1: I have read, understood, and printed a copy of, the above consent form and desire of
my own free will to participate in this study.
Yes (1)
No (2)
If No Is Selected, Then Skip To End of Survey; If Yes Is Selected, Then Skip To End of
Block
Q2: Thank you for agreeing to participate in this survey that will examine how African
American gay and lesbian women claim space in the Urban South. In order to participate
in this project, please indicate if you are a member of this population.
Yes (1)
No (2)
If No Is Selected, Then Skip To End of Survey; If Yes Is Selected, Then Skip To What is
your age?
Q3: What is your age?
Under 18 (1)
18 - 24 (2)
25 - 34 (3)
35 - 44 (4)
45 - 54 (5)
55 - 64 (6)
65 and over (7)
If 18 and under Is Selected, Then Skip To End of Survey.
Q4: What is the highest level of education you have completed?
Less than High School (1)
High School / GED (2)
Some College (3)
2-year College Degree (4)
4-year College Degree (5)
Masters Degree (6)
Doctoral Degree (7)
Professional Degree (JD, MD) (8)
Q5: What community do you identify with?
Bisexual (1)
Lesbian (2)
Gay (3)
Queer (4)
Same Gender Loving (5)
Heterosexual (6)
Q6: What is your current relationship status?
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Single (1)
Married or Partnered without children (2)
Married or Partnered with children (3)
Divorced (4)
Separated (5)
Widowed (6)
Q7: Are you from Atlanta?
Yes (1)
No (2)
If Yes Is Selected, Then Skip To What part of Atlanta did you spend a ...;If Yes Is
Selected, Then Skip To Where are you from?
Q8: Where are you from?
______________________________________________ (open ended question)
If Where are you from? Is Equal to, Then Skip To If you are not from Atlanta, what
made you relocate here?
Q9: If you are not from Atlanta, what made you relocate here?
_________________________________________________ (open ended question)
Q10: What part of Atlanta did you spend a majority of your childhood and teen-age years
in?
If What part of Atlanta did yo... Is Equal to, Then Skip To Please indicate your family
structure...
Q11: Please indicate your family structure growing up.
Raised in a two parent household (1)
Raised in a single parent household (2)
Raised by grandparents or extended family (3)
Raised in Foster Care (4)
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Q12 As a child, how important were the following concepts? Rank in order of
importance.
Neither
Not at all Very
Somewhat
Important
Somewhat Very
Extremely
Important Unimportant Unimportant nor
Important Important Important
(1)
(2)
(3)
Unimportant (5)
(6)
(7)
(4)
Religion
(1)
Family (2)
Community
(3)
Friendships
(4)
Q13 How old were you when you came out (family or friends) ?
Under 13 (1)
13-17 (2)
18-25 (3)
26-34 (4)
35-54 (5)
55-64 (6)
65 or over
Q14: When I came out to my family, they were accepting and supportive.
Strongly Agree (1)
Agree (2)
Somewhat Agree (3)
Neither Agree nor Disagree (4)
Somewhat Disagree (5)
Disagree (6)
Strongly Disagree (7)
Q15: In reference to your sexual orientation, do you consider yourself to be out?
Yes (1)
No (2)
Sometimes (3)
If Yes Is Selected, Then Skip To How out are you? Please check all tha...If Sometimes Is
Selected, Then Skip To How out are you? Please check all tha...
Q16: How out are you? Please check all that apply.
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No one knows (1)
Only a few select friends know (2)
My parents and siblings know (3)
Colleagues at work and school (4)
Mostly everyone knows (5)
Everyone knows that I am gay (6)
Q17: You primarily socialize with ___________. Please select all that apply.
Lesbians (1)
Gay Men (2)
African American Lesbians (3)
African American Gay Men (4)
Heterosexual Men (5)
Heterosexual Women (6)
Other __________________ (7)
Q18: When going out socially, you primarily hang out at
Gay Establishments (1)
Mixed (Heterosexual and Gay Establishments (2)
Heterosexual Establishments (3)
African American Gay Establishments (4)
African American Heterosexual Establishments (5)
Q19 There are several public venues which service primarily lesbians.
Strongly Agree (1)
Agree (2)
Somewhat Agree (3)
Neither Agree nor Disagree (4)
Somewhat Disagree (5)
Disagree (6)
Strongly Disagree (7)
Q20: Do you engage in public displays of affection?
Yes (1)
No (2)
If No Is Selected, Then Skip To When walking in public, how likely ar...
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Q21: When i am in public, I feel self conscious about holding my partner's hand and or
kissing her.
Strongly Agree (1)
Agree (2)
Somewhat Agree (3)
Neither Agree nor Disagree (4)
Somewhat Disagree (5)
Disagree (6)
Strongly Disagree (7)
Q22: In Atlanta there are several venues and resources marketed towards the LGBTQ
community.
Strongly Agree (1)
Agree (2)
Somewhat Agree (3)
Neither Agree nor Disagree (4)
Somewhat Disagree (5)
Disagree (6)
Strongly Disagree (7)
Q23: In Atlanta there are several venues and resources marketed towards the African
American LGBTQ community.
Strongly Agree (1)
Agree (2)
Somewhat Agree (3)
Neither Agree nor Disagree (4)
Somewhat Disagree (5)
Disagree (6)
Strongly Disagree (7)
Q24: The LGBTQ community in Atlanta is segregated.
Strongly Agree (1)
Agree (2)
Somewhat Agree (3)
Neither Agree nor Disagree (4)
Somewhat Disagree (5)
Disagree (6)
Strongly Disagree (7)
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Q25: Racism is a problem in the gay community.
Strongly Disagree (1)
Disagree (2)
Somewhat Disagree (3)
Neither Agree nor Disagree (4)
Somewhat Agree (5)
Agree (6)
Strongly Agree (7)
Q26: Homophobia is a problem in the African American community.
Strongly Disagree (1)
Disagree (2)
Somewhat Disagree (3)
Neither Agree nor Disagree (4)
Somewhat Agree (5)
Agree (6)
Strongly Agree (7)
Q27: Do you define yourself by a role?
Yes (1)
No (2)
If Yes Is Selected, Then Skip To What role do you most identify with? If No Is Selected,
Then Skip To What part of your identity is the mos...
Q28: What role do you most identify with?
Butch (1)
Stud (2)
Femme (3)
Aggressive Femme (4)
Androgynous (5)
If Neither Agree nor Disagree Is Selected, Then Skip To When you are in public, your
appearan...If Agree Is Selected, Then Skip To When you are in public, your appearan...If
Strongly Agree Is Selected, Then Skip To When you are in public, your appearan...
Q29: When you are in public, your appearance and or dress is likely to draw attention.
Very Likely (1)
Likely (2)
Somewhat Likely (3)
Undecided (4)
Somewhat Unlikely (5)
Unlikely (6)
Very Unlikely (7)
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Q30: The ability to define my gender and sexuality is important to me.
Strongly Disagree (1)
Disagree (2)
Somewhat Disagree (3)
Neither Agree nor Disagree (4)
Somewhat Agree (5)
Agree (6)
Strongly Agree (7)
Q31: What part of your identity is the most important to you?
Racial and Ethnic Background (1)
Gender Role (2)
Sexual Orientation (3)
Social Class (4)
Religious Background (5)
Regional Identity (6)
All identities are equally important. (7)
Q32: Rank these identities in order of preference.
______ Racial and Ethnic Background (1)
______ Gender Role (2)
______ Sexual Orientation (3)
______ Social Class (4)
______ Religious Background (5)
______ Regional Identity (6)
Q33: To what extent do you think anti-LGBTQ attitudes exist in the South versus other
parts of the nation?
Much Less (1)
Less (2)
Somewhat Less (3)
The Same (4)
Somewhat More (5)
More (6)
Much More (7)

205

Q34: To what extent do you think anti-LGBTQ attitudes exist in Atlanta versus other
cities?
Much Less (1)
Less (2)
Somewhat Less (3)
The Same (4)
Somewhat More (5)
More (6)
Much More (7)
Q35: How likely do you think it is that an LGBTQ person would be harassed in your
city?
Very Unlikely (1)
Unlikely (2)
Somewhat Unlikely (3)
Undecided (4)
Somewhat Likely (5)
Likely (6)
Very Likely (7)
Q36: I personally have experienced verbal and /or physical attacks because of my sexual
orientation.
Strongly Disagree (1)
Disagree (2)
Somewhat Disagree (3)
Neither Agree nor Disagree (4)
Somewhat Agree (5)
Agree (6)
Strongly Agree (7)
Q37: How often have you heard stereotyping, making negative remarks, or telling jokes
which put down LGBTQ persons?
Never (1)
Less than Once a Month (2)
Once a Month (3)
2-3 Times a Month (4)
Once a Week (5)
2-3 Times a Week (6)
Daily (7)
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Q38: How often have you heard family or business acquaintances stereotyping, making
negative remarks, or telling jokes that put down LGBT persons?
Never (1)
Less than Once a Month (2)
Once a Month (3)
2-3 Times a Month (4)
Once a Week (5)
2-3 Times a Week (6)
Daily (7)
Q39: How often do you think LGBTQ people in Atlanta might experience having their
personal property deliberately defaced or otherwise vandalized because they were
thought/known to be LGBTQ?
Never (1)
Less than Once a Month (2)
Once a Month (3)
2-3 Times a Month (4)
Once a Week (5)
2-3 Times a Week (6)
Daily (7)
Q40: What is the likelihood that posters advertising LGBTQ activities/events might be
defaced, destroyed or otherwise vandalized?
Very Likely (1)
Likely (2)
Somewhat Likely (3)
Undecided (4)
Somewhat Unlikely (5)
Unlikely (6)
Very Unlikely (7)
Q41: In Atlanta, I often fear for my safety because of my sexual orientation and/or gender
identity.
Strongly Agree (1)
Agree (2)
Somewhat Agree (3)
Neither Agree nor Disagree (4)
Somewhat Disagree (5)
Disagree (6)
Strongly Disagree (7)
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Q42: Have you ever deliberately concealed your sexual orientation or gender identity to
avoid intimidation?
Yes (1)
No (2)
Q43: Have you ever avoided disclosing your sexual orientation or gender identity due to
a fear of negative consequences?
Yes (1)
No (2)
Q44: Have you ever been a victim of homophobic harassment/ discrimination?
Yes (1)
No (2)
Q45: In what form was that harassment? (Please select all that apply)
Derogatory remarks (1)
Threats to expose your sexual orientation/gender identity (2)
Pressure to be silent about your sexual orientation/gender identity (3)
Direct or indirect verbal harassments or threats (4)
Denial of services (5)
Threats of physical violence (6)
Actual physical assault or injury (7)
Other: __________________________________ (8)
Q46: Where did this harassment occur?
_____________________________________________
Q47: LGBTQ issues are adequately represented in public affairs
Strongly Agree (1)
Agree (2)
Somewhat Agree (3)
Neither Agree nor Disagree (4)
Somewhat Disagree (5)
Disagree (6)
Strongly Disagree (7)
Q48: Most places I go are generally accepting of LGBTQ people.
Strongly Agree (1)
Agree (2)
Somewhat Agree (3)
Neither Agree nor Disagree (4)
Somewhat Disagree (5)
Disagree (6)
Strongly Disagree (7)
Q49: I feel comfortable raising LGBTQ issues among family and friends.
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Strongly Agree (1)
Agree (2)
Somewhat Agree (3)
Neither Agree nor Disagree (4)
Somewhat Disagree (5)
Disagree (6)
Strongly Disagree (7)
Q50: Thank you for taking the time to participate in this project! Please complete the
following form if you would like to participate in a follow-up interview.
Name: (1)
Address: (2)
City: (3)
State: (4)
Zip: (5)
Email: (6)
Phone: (7)
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APPENDIX H: Model Survey Instrument
Original Survey instrument published in:
Ellis, S. J. (2009, June). Diversity and Inclusivity at University: A Survey of the
Experiences of Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Trans (LGBT) Students in the UK.
Higher Education, 57 (6), pp. 723-739.
PAGE TYPE
1.
start

2.

radio

3.

radio

4.

radio

5.

radio

6.

radio

TITLE / SUB-TITLE
Campus Climate Survey

POSSIBLE REPLIES
This survey has been designed to
explore issues around the campus
climate for lesbian, gay, bisexual
and trans (LGBT) students, and
forms part of the ongoing research
of Dr Sonja J. Ellis at Sheffield
Hallam University into how we
might better facilitate positive
social change for LGBTQ persons.
I would therefore be grateful if you
could complete this anonymous
survey as fully as possible.
To what extent do you think anti- 1. to a very great extent
LGBT attitudes exist on your
2. to a great extent
campus?
3. to some extent
4. to a little extent
5. to a very little extent
How likely do you think it is that an 1. very likely
LGBT person would be harrassed 2. likely
on your campus?
3. unlikely
4. very unlikely
5. don/'t know
How often have you heard lecturers 1. frequently
or tutors stereotyping, making
2. quite often
negative remarks, or telling jokes 3. sometimes
which put down LGBT persons?? 4. seldom
5. never
How often have you heard friends 1. frequently
(at university) stereotyping, making 2. quite often
negative remarks, or telling jokes 3. sometimes
that put down LGBT persons?
4. seldom
5. never
How often have you heard other
1. frequently
students stereotyping, making
2. quite often
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negative remarks, or telling jokes
that put down LGBT persons?
7.

yesno

8.

radio

9.

radio

10.

radio

11.

radio

12.

textbox

13.

yesno

14.

yesno

15.

yesno

Have you ever seen anti-LGBT
graffiti in halls of residence or other
campus buildings?
How often do you think students at
your campus might experience
having their personal property
deliberately defaced or otherwise
vandalised becuase they were
thought/known to be LGBT?
How often do you think students at
your campus might experience
direct verbal harassment becuase
they were thought/known to be
LGBT?
How often do you think posters
advertising LGBT activities/events
might be defaced, destroyed or
otherwise vandalised?

3. sometimes
4. seldom
5. never
Yes / No

1. frequently
2. quite often
3. sometimes
4. seldom
5. never

1. frequently
2. quite often
3. sometimes
4. seldom
5. never
1. frequently
2. quite often
3. sometimes
4. seldom
5. never
How often do you think students at 1. frequently
your campus might receive
2. quite often
threatening or otherwise derogatory 3. sometimes
notes, phone calls or emails because 4. seldom
they were thought/known to be
5. never
LGBT?
If you are aware of any specific
multiple lines of text
homophobic incidents which have
occurred at your university, please
outline these here:
Since being at university, have you Yes / No
ever feared for your safety because
of your sexual orientation or gender
identity?
Since you have been at university, Yes / No
have you ever deliberately
concealed your sexual orientation
or gender identity to avoid
intimidation?
Since you have been at university, Yes / No
211

16.

17.

18.

19.

have you ever avoided disclosing
your sexual orientation or gender
identity to a tutor, lecturer,
supervisor or other staff member of
the university due to a fear of
negative consequences?
yesno
Since you have been at university, Yes / No
have you ever been a victim of
homophobic
harassment/discrimination?
(If no, please select the 'not
applicable' option for the next three
questions)
checkbox In what form was that harassment? 1. Derogatory remarks
(Please select all that apply)
2. Threats to expose your sexual
orientation/gender identity
3. Pressure to be silent about your
sexual orientation/gender identity
4. Direct or indirect verbal
harassments or threats
5. Denial of services
6. Written comments containing
anti-LGBT sentiments
7. anti-LGBT graffiti
8. Threats of physical violence
9. Actual physical assault or injury
10. Other (with explanatory text)
11. Not applicable
checkbox Where did this harrassment occur? 1. In a class
(Please select all that apply)
2. In a hall of residence
3. In a staff office
4. In a public space on campus
(e.g. student union; cafeteria)
5. While walking on campus
6. Other (with explanatory text)
7. Not applicable
checkbox Who was the source of
1. Student
harrassment?
2. Admin staff
(Please select all that apply)
3. Tutor/Lecturer
4. Resident Assistant
5. Security staff
6. Catering staff
7. Other (with explanatory text)
8. Don/'t know
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20.

radio

21.

radio

22.

radio

23.

radio

24.

radio

25.

radio

26.

textbox

27.

radio

28.

radio

9. Not applicable
The university thoroughly addresses 1. Strongly agree
campus issues related to sexual
2. Agree
orientation/gender identity
3. Disagree
4. Strongly disagree
5. Don/'t know
LGBT issues are adequately
1. Strongly agree
represented within the curriculum. 2. Agree
3. Disagree
4. Strongly disagree
5. Don/'t know
The climate of classes I have taken 1. Strongly agree
are accepting of LGBT persons
2. Agree
3. Disagree
4. Strongly disagree
5. Don/'t know
I feel comfortable raising LGBT
1. Strongly agree
issues in class?
2. Agree
3. Disagree
4. Strongly disagree
5. Don/'t know
I feel comfortable about being out 1. Strongly agree
on campus
2. Agree
3. Disagree
4. Strongly disagree
5. Don/'t know
The university provides visible
1. Strongly agree
resources on LGBT issues/concerns 2. Agree
3. Disagree
4. Strongly disagree
5. Don/'t know
What do you think could be done multiple lines of text
differently to improve the campus
climate for LGBT persons?
About you:
1. male
I am...
2. female
I identify as...
1. Heterosexual
2. Gay (male)
3. Lesbian/Gay (female)
4. Bisexual
5. Trans
6. Other (with explanatory text)
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29.
30.

31.
32.
33.

34.

number
radio

Age?
A line of Numbers
I define my ethnic background as... 1. White British
2. Irish
3. Other White
4. British Asian
5. Other Asian
6. Black-British
7. Other Black
8. Other (with explanatory text)
text
Which university do you attend?
single line of text
text
What degree are you studying for? single line of text
radio
Which year of your degree are you 1. First
currently in?
2. Second
3. Third
4. Fourth
5. Other (with explanatory text)
6. I am a postgraduate student
finished The end at last!
Thank you for taking the time to
complete this survey. If you are
interested in finding out more
about the study, you can contact
the researcher by email at
S.J.Ellis@shu.ac.uk
GoTo URL: http://www.shu.ac.uk
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APPENDIX I: FIELDWORK CODEBOOK
Respondent ID

Names and identification of respondents in study

Age
Racial Identity

Age of respondents
The race of the respondents: 1) African American; 2) White; 3)
Hispanic; 4) Asian; 5) Other
Biological sex of respondent. Respondents should indicate
whether they are Male or Female.
The sexual orientation: 1) Heterosexual; 2) Homosexual; 3)
Undefined.
This variable indicates the relationship status of the
respondents participating in this study. There are three
categories 1) single; 2) dating and 3) involved in a long term
and committed relationship
The education level of respondents is indicated by these
variables: 1) High School graduate or GED; 2) some college; 3)
Trade School or Vocational School; 4) Four year college
degree; 5) Advanced degree
The family background indicates the type of families that
respondents were raised in during their childhood and
adolescence
Family structure indicates the familial makeup of respondents’
families. 1) Two parent household; 2) single parent household;
3) extended family; 4) other
This variable indicates if the family considers themselves to
have a close relationship with their family. 1) Yes; 2) No; 3)
Somewhat
The religious denomination that respondent most closely
affiliates with.
The role that religion played during respondents’ childhood and
adolescence.
This variable indicates if a respondent is currently attending
church or actively practicing a denomination.
A respondent that places more emphasis on their faith as
opposed to the organization of church.
Does the respondent consider religion to be important in
adulthood? 1) Yes; 2) No
Does the respondent have a social network that consists of
family and friends? 1) Yes; 2) No
The socioeconomic status of the respondents is defined by this
variable which is indicated by the following: 1) poor; 2)
working class; 3) middle class; 4) upper class
The location where respondents were raised or born: 1) South;
2) North; 3) East; 4) West; 5) Other
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Sex
Sexual Preference
Martial Status

Education

Family Background
Family Structure
Family Ties
Religious Affiliation
Religious
Background
Religiosity
Spirituality
Adult Religious
Presence
Social Support
Socioeconomic
Status
Regional Identity

Relocation/Migration Did respondents relocate to another city outside their place of
birth at any point in his or her lifetime?
Coming Out
The initial feelings and experiences a respondent had in
accepting and defining their homosexuality.
Maturation in the
The ways that respondents negotiated their identities as
Life
members of the
gay/queer/lesbian communities as adults is examined in this
variable.
Gender Performance The self identified gender that respondent chooses to perform:
1)
masculine; 2) feminine; 3) androgynous; 4) other.
Roles/Labels
The label or role that respondent most identifies with: 1) gay;
2)
lesbian; 3) queer; 4) femme; 5) butch/stud.
Gay Comfort
The level of comfort that respondents felt with being gay or in
gay
environments.
Perception of Stigma The level of negativity associated with being gay or
homosexual.
Social Relations
Interaction of respondents with members of the gay community
and
resources available to them.
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APPENDIX J: SURVEY LETTER COVERSHEET
To Participant:
Thank you for agreeing to participate in this survey which will examine how African
American gay and lesbian women claim space in the Urban South. The findings from
this research will be used as part of a larger dissertation project that will focus on the
experiences Lesbian Gay Bisexual Trans Queer and same gender loving women and how
their concepts of race, sexuality and class might influence their construction of Southern
identities and place.
Although you will not get personal benefit from taking part in this study, your responses
may help us understand how African American queer identities are constructed and
nurtured in the South. In addition, since this study involves questions of sexuality, your
participation in this study is completely voluntary, confidential and anonymous. No
names will appear or be used on research documents, publications or presentations.
Furthermore, outside of the Primary Investigator and her immediate advisor, no one will
know that any information you provided came from you, or that you participated in this
study. There will be no way to identify your responses.
This survey should last approximately 30 minutes.
Please print a copy of this letter for your records. Should you have any questions
regarding this study please feel to contact me regarding this study. Lastly, if you have
complaints, suggestions, or questions about your rights as a research volunteer, feel free
to contact the staff in the University of Kentucky’s Office of Research Integrity at 859257-9428 or toll-free at 1-866-400-9426.
Thank you in advance for your participation with this important project.
Sincerely,
Aretina R. Hamilton, Principal Investigator
Department of Geography/Graduate School, University of Kentucky
PHONE: 404-993-7534
E-MAIL: aretina.hamilton@uky.edu
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APPENDIX K
Letter to Dr. John L. Peterson
Georgia State University
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APPENDIX L: Ken Williams’ Letter to The Editors Of Ecetera Magazine
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